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Preface 

This book is a study of representational practices in Anakalang, a soci­
ety on the island of Sumba, in eastern Indonesia. Its purpose is to ex­
amine the nature of representation as both action and objectification. 
To do so, it treats verbal and material representations as embodied forms 
that occur in encounters between persons. But these forms, and the un­
derstandings that Anakalangese bring to them, are also deeply impli­
cated in powers, identities, and sources of authority that lie far beyond 
the concrete "here and now" and the living individuals who put them 
into play. In the tensions between their immediacy and their imputed 
transcendence, representational practices introduce important dilemmas 
and sources of dynamism into the heart of Anakalangese social, religious, 
and political life. In particular, I argue, there is an intrinsic but seldom 
obvious relationship between the formal display of cultural or cosmo­
logical order and the risks of social interaction. Although the specific con­
figurations these dilemmas take are, of course, peculiarly Anakalangese 
and located at a particular historical juncture, I suggest that they also in­
flect certain endemic features of representation insofar as it is a compo­
nent of action in a world full of other people. 

In the process of approaching representations as both action and ob­
jectification, and as both concretely present and transcendent of their 
context, this book also seeks to challenge some of the ways in which 
contemporary studies of the symbolic and material dimensions of so­
cial life often talk past one another. It examines the verbal and material 
representations, especially poetic speech and exchange valuables, whose 

XIII 



XLV Preface 

transaction lies at the heart of Anakalangese public events. Understood 
as "practices," representations do not exist only in the abstract-as, 
for example, some disembodied "discourse." Rather, that they take con­
crete forms, situated in activities, is critical to their signifying, perfor­
mative, and even causal capacities. These capacities are not restricted to 
the expression and communication of meaning, as commonly under­
stood. One consequence of their embodied character is that even the 
most controlled representational practices are thoroughly implicated in 
the hazards-and thus the politics, economics, and historicity-of so­
cial existence. 

The primary focus of this book is on the kinds of public events that 
form the heart of contemporary Anakalangese life, especially as I knew 
it in the 1980s and 1990s. These interactions are critical scenes for the 
workings and failures of power, the building and erosion of reputa­
tions, the construction and crumbling of gendered subjects, the repro­
duction and splintering of collective agency, the consolidation and dis­
solution of relations of domination and dependency, the accumulation 
and dispersal of wealth, and the quest for spiritual efficacy and author­
ity. In looking at these scenes, the book pays close attention to a num­
ber of tensions inherent to representations in their roles as media of ac­
tion and in their relationship to everyday activities. These include the 
ways in which speech is both bound to and yet exceeds the context of 
speaking and the ambiguities entailed by the effort to use valuable or 
useful goods as sign vehicles. The accompanying ambiguities and slip­
pages present important dilemmas for people in Anakalang as they 
strive to construct their public identities and exercise-or elude-power. 
By analyzing representations as social practices, this book explores the 
tensions between power and hazard, order and action, expression and 
economics. In the process, it suggests that in these tensions lie fault lines 
that may be revealed at moments of historical pressure. 

This book is a somewhat hybrid work, moving as it does along the 
intersections among the studies of language, exchange, material cul­
ture, and social organization. In particular, although my approach draws 
heavily on the lessons of linguistic anthropology, and takes seriously its 
concern with form, it aims to work with rather than replicate the re­
search that is being done there. I examine many of the same materials 
but often toward a somewhat more interpretive goal. Where a linguistic 
anthropologist might ask, for example, what are the verbal devices that 
reproduce authority, I ask what the use of these devices tells us about the 
nature of authority. In the process, I hope that the insights won from 
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the close analysis of language can be brought back to illuminate certain 
problems of society and culture. 

The reader who wishes more ethnographic background on Anaka­
lang can refer to my dissertation (Keane 1990). The present book is 
both narrower in ethnographic scope and broader in theoretical intent. 
In addition to the limits imposed by mortality and attention span, it is 
in the very nature of the argument that I am making here that I recog­
nize this to be a partial account, not a model of a total culture or self­
contained society. The first chapter introduces the theoretical problems 
this book addresses, and explains what I mean by the words "represen­
tation," "recognition," and "hazard." There I lay out a case for treating 
interaction and objectification together, as components of representa­
tional practices. The second chapter outlines some essential histori­
cal, economic, and social organizational background. This discussion is 
guided by relevance to the themes I wish to highlight here, not by the 
goal of ethnographic or historical completeness in the abstract. For 
example, my treatments of gender and slavery are meant primarily to 
introduce processes of transformation, displacement, and delegation on 
which I will then elaborate in looking at objects and speech. The next 
four chapters analyze the media of representation. Chapter 3 concerns 
the interpretation and value of material objects and their problematic 
nature as representatives and representations of those who produce, 
transact, and possess them. That chapter introduces the transformations 
by which the circuit of household production and consumption can pro­
vide material resources for social, temporal, and semiotic expansions of 
agency. Chapters 4 and 5 examine the poetic, semantic, and pragmatic 
character of ritual speech and the dilemmas these can involve. Chap­
ter 6 describes the performances that bring objects and speech together. 
There I pay special attention to the distribution of speaking parts and 
their role in creating a collective speaking subject, an agent that tran­
scends particular living individuals, and the kinds of vulnerability to 
which such subjects are prone. The two chapters that follow concern 
some social, economic, and political ramifications of representational 
practices. Chapter 7 is about the character of the action that these prac­
tices undertake and the nature of their risks. It discusses the ways in 
which formal action can and cannot be said to "follow rules" and some 
of the socioeconomic entailments of formality. Chapter 8 describes the 
ways in which Anakalangese conceptualize the stakes and hazards of in­
teraction and seek to reserve a core of stability apart from the vicissitudes 
of interaction. The conclusion briefly notes some of the implications of 
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this analysis for the concepts of objectification, voice, agency, and his­
torical experience. 

Anakalang is located on Sumba, an island about the size of Jamaica, 
lying about halfway between Bali and Timor, in the Indonesian prov­
ince of East Nusa Tenggara. The island is divided among some five to 
twenty closely related ethnolinguistic domains (depending on what lin­
guistic and cultural criteria one uses) with identities of varying distinct­
ness. Within the ethnographic spectrum of Sumba, Anakalang forms a 
transition zone between the societies to its east and west. Linguistically 
part of east Sumba, it lies in the regency (kabupaten) of West Sumba. 
Anakalang is geographically, economically, and in some ways cultur­
ally closer to its western neighbors (thus I only capitalize "East" and 
"West" Sumba when referring to administrative units). 

I have lived on Sumba for some twenty-four months, over the course 
of a preliminary visit in 1985, a twenty-two-month stay in 1986-1987, 
and a trip in 1993. Anakalangese are justifiably proud of their rather 
aristocratic generosity toward visitors, of which I was the constant, and 
at times overwhelmed, beneficiary-something that can only be hinted 
at in the acknowledgments. My relatively easy entry into Anakalang 
had a great deal to do not only with my hosts' courtesy, goodwill, and 
curiosity, but also, inevitably, with international and local structures of 
authority, with my identification with America and Jakarta, as a foreign 
expert in "culture" (Indo. kebudayaan), and with the letters I bore from 
governmental officials. All of this tended at first to put me in the posi­
tion of someone who was to be given normative, synoptic accounts of 
marriage customs, clan histories, and the like, and then, I expect, sent 
quickly on my way. To my discomfort, in my first weeks in Anakalang 
several local officials arranged meetings with priests (ratu) and "experts 
in customary law" ( Indo. ahli adat) for me. Imagining I was going to 
take a subtler and more "natural" approach, I was at first somewhat 
dismayed by this procedure. When I became familiar with the formality 
that marks even routine visiting in Anakalang, however, l realized any 
other way of introducing myself would have been inappropriate. Al­
though these beginnings meant I had to struggle against certain expecta­
tions about what I should be studying and how I should be going about 
it, they also meant that my presence soon became known across Anaka­
lang. When I did not quickly go away, the nature of the conversations in 
which I was involved slowly changed. Still, it may be that many Anaka­
langese will in the end be disappointed that I have not produced a book 
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that looks quite like what they had expected, a definitive compilation of 
custom or a permanent record of clan histories. But the task of Sum­
banese self-portrayal belongs to others, and is well under way (see, e.g., 
Kapita 1976a, 1976b, 1979, 1987; Sabarua 1976). I hope that those 
Anakalangese who read this book will, at least, not find the portrait to 
be alien or unfair. I hope as well that it will make evident something 
that lay behind my choice of Anakalang, that poetic speech and cere­
monial exchange are extraordinarily vital parts of contemporary life, 
not idealized customs recollected in tranquility. 

For most of my time in Sumba in the 1980s and in 1993, I lived in the 
large household (containing at times as many as twenty-two people) of 
Pak Tinas Sabarua and his wife, Ibu Mariana R. Kahi Kawurung. Arna 
Yati and Ina Yati, as I knew them, provided a comfortable base for my 
forays, although these often ranged more widely in both geographic 
and social terms than made them feel comfortable. Far from "tradi­
tional," their household was a contemporary melange. Arna Yati had 
been to university in Kupang, the provincial capital, on Timor, one 
brother was a schoolteacher off on the east coast (and author of Sa­
barua 1976), two others were studying in Kupang. After a brief stint 
in government work, Arna Yati was reshaping himself as master of an 
estate, a figure in the local politics of exchange, a modernizer, and a 
leader in the local church. In 1993 he was elected head of the Desa 
Anajiaka. His wife, an elementary schoolteacher, was the daughter of 
an important local power broker and a strong, assertive, and often in­
timidating figure in her own right. Within the household, we negotiated 
for me a somewhat complex, never fully stable, position, part younger 
brother (thus son, uncle, and affine as well), part distinguished visitor, 
part student. Much of my practical sense of Anakalangese life begins 
with our collective push and tug among the demands of kinship, hospi­
tality, and research. 

With a base in this household, I began in earnest the slow business 
of studying the language of Anakalang, relieved many afternoons by vis­
its to acquaintances. By the end of my first year, I had become a regu­
lar visitor in a number of villages within a four-kilometer circuit of Ana­
jiaka, especially within the Desa of Wai Rasa, Anakalang, Malinjak, 
and Umbu Mamiyuk. Many individuals also invited me to accompany 
them to the events in which they participated (and in which I was occa­
sionally subjected to the demand for brief, embarrassing, public perfor­
mances). I established especially close ties in two other places, Kal;mduku 
(Desa Makatakeri) and Peru (Desa Umbu Pabal), and much of my 
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perspective on Anakalang comes from the intersecting lines of sight 
from these very different sources. People in Kal;>oduku tend to consider 
themselves to be both keepers of true Anakalangese culture and more 
cosmopolitan than others. The village, which had been the base of the 
Dutch-appointed rulers of Anakalang, is still linked to many of the most 
powerful people in West Sumba and is currently the gateway to the sa­
cred village of Lai Tarung, and an occasional tourist destination. Peru 
can be used as the collective name for a small cluster of villages on the 
eastern border of Anakalang, in Parewatana. By dialect somewhat dis­
tinct, Parewatana is closely linked to Anakalang proper by geographic 
proximity and ties of marriage, economics, and ritual (in this book, at 
the few points where there are significant distinctions between them, I 
will always refer to Anakalang). In contrast to Kal;>oduku, Deru is at 
the margins, relatively poor, obscure, and more difficult to get to. Out­
siders who know about these villages often fear them, acknowledging 
them to be an active center of ancestral ritual and, in particular, to house 
the powers of lightning. Because of Peru's distance from Anajiaka, I of­
ten stayed there for several days on end (which allowed me to experi­
ence households very different from my own). Through a complex mix 
of accident, affinity, and negotiation, three elderly ratus (Umbu Pada Buli 
Yora in Kal;>oduku, Umbu Kana Dapa Namung and Umbu Dewa Da­
maraka in Peru) ended up taking particular responsibility for me, and 
developed into teachers, each with quite distinct styles and perspectives 
but all sharing a love of ritual speech. At the same time, I made a con­
stant effort not to be confined to the company of guardians of tradition 
and counted as companions a number of cattle thieves, cynics, gospel 
teachers, ministers, petty traders, former slaves, schoolteachers, a high 
official or two, a good number of rogues (including some of the most 
talented ritual speakers I know), and at least one reputed witch. Within 
my household I found the warmth, wisecracks, gossip, and worries of a 
mother and several sisters and sisters-in-law. Elsewhere I attracted the 
pitying and protective attention of several self-appointed mothers and 
grandmothers. Nonetheless, a good part of my conversations tended to 

be dominated by men, since outside of my own household those were 
the people with whom it was proper for me to be alone. This has cer­
tainly inflected the perspective from which I write. 

An important part of my work in Anakalang consisted of the effort 
to take part attentively in ordinary life. I did not want my interest in 
formal events to cause me to lose sight of the ongoing flow of daily 
work and the other activities out of which they arise. I spent a great 
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deal of time participating in everyday household activities, and I fre­
quently accompanied Arna and Ina Yati on visits or as a member of 
their entourage at exchanges, feasts, wedding parties, funerals, church 
gatherings, and the like. The other side of my work was more formal in 
nature. I had not been long in Anakalang when I was swept into the un­
relenting round of marriage negotiations, rituals, divinations, feasts, fu­
nerals, conferences, and more casual politicking that takes up so much 
time during the long periods when agricultural work is not pressing. 
Most formal events last all night, often several nights in a row, and I 
was astonished at the stamina that the men and women around me pos­
sessed (and that I so pathetically lacked). These were mostly public 
events and matters of local pride, and my plan to tape record them was 
so strongly encouraged that there were times when, having run out of 
tape, I had to pretend to record to avoid giving offense. In contrast to 
this openness about formal occasions, Anakalangese have a strong sense 
of propriety; they saw little point in recording ordinary conversation or 
offstage talk, matters they consider to be full of errors to which I should 
be paying no attention. I managed to record a certain amount of infor­
mal talk, but I never tried to do so without the speakers' knowledge. All 
Anakalangese from whom I asked permission to publish their names 
granted it. Since I discuss several sensitive incidents, however, I have de­
cided to use pseudonyms for persons, villages, and kal;>isu, except where 
a matter of public record or to identify the source of a recorded perfor­
mance or canonical text, such as a myth. 

Two men, Bapak U.S. Kababa (Pak Ande) and Umbu Siwa Djuru­
mana (Umbu Pada's son), did most of the transcribing of tapes. Both 
had completed high school, Pak Ande having also spent time at univer­
sity in Java and subsequently working with a Dutch development ex­
pert. They were very intelligent and scrupulous at the task, but neither 
could claim much expertise on ritual speech. We thus ran into many 
questions of esoteric vocabulary and obscure metaphor. This was the 
result of the predictable problem, that those who were most knowl­
edgeable about ritual speech either could not write or were too much in 
demand to take on such a time-consuming chore. My work on the tapes 
therefore involved at least two steps, as I took completed transcriptions 
on my visits and worked over them either with the speakers themselves 
or other participants in the event. With most of these men, the defer­
ence my youth and inexperience owed them carried at least as much 
weight as the status accorded to my foreign origins and scientific project. 
As a result, such visits usually tacked back and forth among directed 
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task, casual conversation, and a vast number of competing demands on 
my hosts' time and attention. Frustrating as this may have been at times, 
it was for me a recurrent reminder of the priorities Anakalangese needed 
to keep in view, as well as a constant source of unexpected insights and 
puzzles. 

Although my understanding of Anakalang is informed by my research 
in the Dutch colonial archives and the extensive published materials 
on Sumba, this book is primarily about life in Anakalang as I witnessed 
it in the 1980s and 1990s (for some historical perspectives, see Keane 
1995b, 1996, in press). My concern with the circumstances and con­
crete details of performances and actions renders it difficult either to 
work at secondhand from earlier writings (which, for Anakalang itself, 
are scanty) or to rely more than occasionally on comparisons to other 
parts of Sumba and neighboring islands. Nonetheless, this book should 
not be taken for an account of an "ethnographic present," in the sense 
of a portrayal of a timeless and self-contained system. To the extent 
that I do describe practices that have a certain logic to them, it is a logic 
whose entailments include underdetermined significances, uncertain out­
comes, and unforeclosed possibilities. 

In particular, I attempt to show the intertwining of the causal and 
logical relations among, for example, acts of signification, the forms 
they take, their material conditions of possibility, and their political con­
sequences. This nexus of causality and logic means that even the most 
ritually bounded of activities are implicated in that which lies "outside" 
them, including the market for cattle on Java, the institutional competi­
tion between clan and local government, the coercive powers of the state, 
the assertions of the church, and the structures of formal education. It 
is no longer realistic (if it ever was) to treat a place like Anakalang as an 
autonomous unity; it is simultaneously encompassed within a series of 
larger wholes (ethnographic region, nation, state, global church, inter­
national economy, transnational flows of cultural goods) and "inter­
nally" divided by varying effects of and allegiances to that "exterior." 
On the other hand, if we should no longer be surprised to discover that 
Anakalang is part of Indonesia, I do not believe this justifies privileging 
the perspective of centers of power, whether we find them in Kupang, 
Jakarta, the Hague, or Washington. Surely it would be as reductive (and 
unmanageable) to locate the "final instance" in the largest possible con­
text as was the classic positivistic attempt to ground all explanation in 
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fundamental units. It would be an injustice to deny the sphere of refer­
ence within which Anakalangese themselves situate so many of their 
most strenuous endeavors. To recognize that practices are situated is to 
recognize that not all dimensions of all practices are appropriately un­

derstood at the same level. 
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A Note on Orthography, 
Transcription, and 
Vocabulary 

Anakalangese (na hilu Anakalang) is a distinct dialect within the clus­
ter of (more or less) mutually intelligible language varieties of eastern 
Sumba. There is a great deal of microregional and possibly generational 
variation within Anakalangese. The language of Parewatana is further 
distinguished from Anakalangese by the preference for certain lexical 
items and some phonological variants. These do not, however, interfere 
with communication: I have even seen a spokesman from Parewatana 
using his own dialect to serve one group of Anakalangese in addressing 
another. Anakalangese is rarely written and there is no standardized or­
thography, nor has it received linguistic analysis except for some brief 
comments (Onvlee [1936) 1973c) and lexical cross-references (Onvlee 
1984). In my transcriptions I make no effort to standardize across the 
dialectal and idiolectal variations I recorded, although I do defer to those 
few personal names that have acquired an accepted written form (e.g., 
Umbu Sappy Pateduk instead of Ubu Sapi Pateduk). The subscript U 
marks implosive consonants. A useful weighing of the pros and cons of 
Sumbanese orthography, with particular reference to the west Sum­
banese language of Weyewa, is given by Joel C. Kuipers (1990: xviii­
xxiii), and I concur with him in most respects. I differ slightly, however, 
in my treatment of vowels, in which I follow the east Sumbanese tran­
scriptions of Lois Onvlee and Oe. Kapita. Kuipers doubles consonants 
except when this would result in doubled digraphs (e.g., /ngng/), in 
which case he accents the preceding vowel. In the interest of treating 
vowels consistently while also avoiding doubled digraphs, I retain the 
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accent across the board. (Kuipers rightly refers to indigenous writing 
habits in making his choice; in Anakalang, however, I have already been 
obliged to deviate from local writing since, as far as I know, it never in­
dicates the phonemic distinction between implosive and other conso­
nants.) For most Anakalangese, /hi and Isl are not phonemicalJy distinct 
and may co-occur in the speech of a single speaker. 

CONSONANTS 

<ii ... 
"' <ii 

.... <ii 
"' 0.. <ii <ii J3 0 0 ~ .... ... 

..!:l 11) 11) "' ... 
> > <ii Q) 0 

J3 <ii <ii 0.. > bh 

stop 

voiced b d g 

v. impl. ~ 9 
voiceless p k 

fricative h 
nasal m n ng 

lateral r 

semivowel w y 

For the vowels (a, e, i, o, u) and diphthongs (au, ai) see discussions in 
Kuipers (1990) and Onvlee ([1936] 1973c). Canonical stress is on the 
penultimate syllable of the root, unaffected by affixation. The abbrevi­
ation "Indo." indicates words and expressions in Indonesian and the 
local variants of Malay. 

Anakalangese pronouns do not indicate gender. The first-person plu­
ral does indicate whether the addressee is included or excluded, which I 
note where relevant. 

In transcribing ritual speech my chief concern has been to keep the 
poetic units visible, sometimes at the expense of intonation and breath 
groups (for the issues raised by transcription choices, see Hymes [1977] 
1981, Ochs 1979). The three principal units that I indicate are the line, 
the couplet, and the stanza (for further discussion of these units, in We­
yewa, a west Sumbanese language, see Kuipers 1990, although my def­
inition of stanza is narrower than his). By stanza, I mean a set of in­
tercalated couplets, the two lines of each couplet being separated by at 
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least one line of another couplet. In these cases, couplets are indicated 
by indentation: the components of the first couplet are flush left, the 
next couplet indented one step, those of the third couplet two steps, 
and so forth. Unpaired phrases, such as "and another thing" (higulna), 
receive their own line, and back-channel cues are placed in parentheses. 
Throughout the text, double quotation marks enclose verbatim reported 
speech, mostly from tape recordings, and single quotation marks indi­
cate statements for which I can offer a close report (from notes taken 
at the time or shortly thereafter) but cannot vouch for word-for-word 

accuracy. 
In the interests of making the book accessible to the nonspecialist, I 

have limited the use of Anakalangese vocabulary. This poses, of course, 
real ethnographic problems, tempting both author and reader to accept 
a closer semantic correspondence between Anakalangese and English 
than is warranted. I have retained a few terms whose importance and 
problematic translatability I wish to underscore. These, and the places 
where they are most fulJy discussed, are: 

dew a 

des a 

ho rung 

ka~isu 

kajiala 

mamuli 

ngaba wini 

pa ta 

Ra bu (Ram bu) 

ratu 

Ubu (Umbu) 

wunang 

yera 

soul, spirit, fate, fortune (chap. 8) 

Indonesian administrative unit at the "village" 
level 

formal negotiation between affines (chap. 6) 

clan (chap. 2) 

ritual speech of negotiation (chap. 4) 

omega-shaped metal valuable (chap. 3) 

affines of the husband's side 

patterned way of doing things; ancestral custom 
(chap. 7) 

honorific term of address and reference for 
women 

priest, ritual specialist 

honorific term of address and reference for men 

ritual spokesman and negotiator (chap. 6) 

affines of the wife's side 



CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 
Representation, Recognition, and Hazard 

But then how ridiculous would be the effect of names on 

things, if they were exactly the same with them! For they 

would be the doubles of them, and no one would be able 

to determine which were the names and which were the 

realities. 

Plato, Cratylus, 432 

Late one night in September 1986, I was in the high hilltop village of Prai 
Maleru. It was several days into a ritual sponsored by Sulung, an im­
portant and elderly ritual specialist (ratu), to inter his parents' bones in 
a new tomb. This was an occasion for him not only to fulfill his own 
long outstanding obligations to his parents but also to call in the debts 
others owed him, to put forth an autobiographical justification in a long 
series of orations, and, incidentally, to lay claim to a bit of disputed land 
just below the village. Each night, old women sat in the front room by 
the bundles of bones, talking quietly, occasionally bursting into stylized 
but wrenching keening songs. Several neighboring houses were crammed 
with scores of visitors, drawn by obligations, the opportunity to make 
their own demands of the host, the pleasure of the dances, the appeal 
of the oratory, the company, and the feasting. Outside, in the plaza in 
front of the house, gongs played, a weary singer grew hoarse, and men 
danced while young women watched and encouraged them with peri­
odic ululations. On the veranda, ratu Sulung rested between orations. 
Inside, I huddled with several other men around the hearth against the 
chill of the dry-season night. Ubu Kaledi, a local government official, 
was doing most of the talking. His clan (kalJisu), an important exchange 
partner of ratu Sulung's, had also been involved in a long series of dis­
putes with ratu Sulung's ka~isu. Tensions were exacerbated by personal 
differences. Ratu Sulung was a vehement, foul-mouthed, and often ob­
streperous opponent of the rising forces of Christianity. Ubu Kaledi, in 
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contrast, was involved in an uncomfortable effort to lay claim simul­
taneously to the prestige of modernity, government office, and church 
membership and to the status of the ritual title to which he believed him­
self heir. 

I was being lulled to sleep by the familiar course of the talk as the 
men rehashed old disputes about cattle promised and received, differ­
ences of opinion about ritual procedures, insults alleged, reputations 
impugned, the baroque twists of matrimonial politics. In the midst of 
this, I perked up, realizing that Ubu Kaledi had turned to a rare topic in 
these circles, national politics. His interest in the national scene was un­
usual in Anakalang, where, in the words of the American politician Tip 
O'Neill, "all politics is local" and where for many people "Indonesia" 
is a distant abstraction. Even more unusual were his heterodox opin­
ions. He began holding forth on the alleged Communist coup attempt of 
1965, which led to a convulsion of killings in many parts of the coun­
try, the downfall of Sukarno, and the birth of the present New Order 
regime of President Soeharto. In contrast to the official line, he main­
tained that the coup was really a matter of rivalries within the military. 
Musing on the nasty goings-on in Jakarta, he commented 'That's the 
way it always is, it's all politik,' using an Indonesian word that usually 
connotes the disorder that arises out of self-interested intrigue and fac­
tionalism. He then drew an analogy from close to home: 'It's like here in 
Anakalang: when we kajiala, that's politik.' 

The analogy was startling, and is emblematic of a problem that lies 
at the heart of this book. Ubu Kaledi here used kajiala (negotiation 
speech) to refer to the full range of ritual speech. This is a highly formal 
register that stands in marked contrast to everyday ways of talking. It 
is defined in particular by indirection, density of metaphor, and strict 
poetic form. Said to have been handed down unchanged from the an­
cestors, ritual speech is required for all significant interactions, both 
among the living and between the living and the dead. Its performance 
style, poetic structure, and ancestral origins all give it the aura of eter­
nal, harmonious order. Even Anakalangese who identify themselves 
with modernity, Christianity, and the state usually place enormous value 
in ritual speech, which they describe as central to local identity, ancient 
wisdom, collective values and social solidarity, and the sense of order 
that enables them to resist the chaos threatened by contemporary life. In 
other words, ritual speech should stand for everything that opposes the 
national scene, modernity, factionalism, and disorder of politik. Like­
wise, ritual speech exemplifies the ethnographic image that places like 
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Anakalang often present to the outside world as vestigial reserves of 
ritualized, traditional order (see Keane 1995a). And yet here was Ubu 
Kaledi, whose most vigorous efforts and ambitions hinged on master­
ful use of ritual speech, identifying it with the discreditable activities 
of politik. Notice that he was not suggesting that ritual speech disguises 
or overcomes politik. In this, and other casual comments, he was sug­
gesting a stronger, even an inherent, relationship between that which is 
most highly valued and orderly and that which is most devalued and 
disorderly. 

At one level, this conjunction of ritual, politics, and disorder should 
not be surprising. As Clifford Geertz ([1959] 1973a) pointed out long 
ago in his account of a troubled Javanese funeral (and as the violence of 
the European Reformation might remind us), rituals are well suited to 
express or catalyze political tensions. To the extent that rituals are pub­
lic and consequential, their forms, materials, personnel, and timing can 
all serve as tools of strategy and themselves become bones of conten­
tion. But analyses of ritual and politics often approach the two as in­
volving distinct principles. Thus, for Geertz, the problems in the Java­
nese funeral arise from a lag between cultural persistence and rapid 
social change, a peasant ritual clashing with an urban context ([1959] 
1973a: 169). Other approaches treat ritual as a medium for conflicts 
that are "really" about something else, be it, for example, factional strife, 
control over resources, structures of domination, or resistance to hege­
monic discourses. But this book begins with a somewhat different con­
cern, with the way in which the potentials for slippage and conflict 
might be immanent in ritual form itself. Moreover, these potentials are 
not necessarily confined to ritual. The formality, consequentiality, and 
reflexivity of ritual bring to the fore certain dilemmas implicit in the 
very nature of representation-dilemmas that, I suggest, are thoroughly 
implicated with general problems of power, authority, and agency. 

I was intrigued by Ubu Kaledi's view of things, because over time my 
own experience of the high and often tense formality of social relations 
in Anakalang seemed to bear it out. It seems I was not alone in the sense 
that ritual events bear disturbing undercurrents. When I returned to 
Anakalang in 1993, there was much talk about government restrictions 
(as yet not entirely successful) on certain kinds of ceremonial events. 
Responding to the state's ever-growing pressure for economic rational­
ization, the regent considered feasting to be at once backward and a 
hindrance to the economic development of the island. The butchering 
of cattle was wasteful, the sacrifice of chickens an affront to religious 
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modernity. In seeking to control the local enthusiasm for slaughter and 
the public distribution of meat, the state was tackling a problem that 
had preoccupied Dutch Calvinist missionaries since their arrival on 
Sumba in the early decades of the century. Viewed from the theological 
perspective of the church, the central events of Sumbanese life involve 
people in a tangled confusion of subjects and objects (see Keane 1996, 
n.d.). The Sumbanese seem at once to fetishize the material world and 
objectify the human. Both the project of religious conversion and the 
project of modernization, in these views, require that words, things, and 
persons be sorted out and restored to their proper places. The church 
seeks to prevent Christians from consuming meat butchered at certain 
events and criticizes local ritual speech as insincere, as words that are 
not spoken from the heart. In their conversations, whether they laud or 
criticize the government's policy, many Anakalangese speak in terms sim­
ilar to those used by the government: that the present era is dominated 
by "economic thinking" (Indo. pikiran ekonomis), a time of rampant 
individualism whose slogan is "as long as I (get mine)" (mali nyuwa). 
Ekonomis, like its coordinate, politik, has much more negative conno­
tations than the English equivalent: it suggests antisocial stinginess, a 
ruthless and vulgar calculating of costs and benefits. 

In its effort to limit excessive expenditure, the state attacks one side 
of the problem. In its attempt to control the meanings of objects, the 
church takes on another. The complex nature of the problem is shown 
by the double nature of the prohibitions: to ban events in which ani­
mals are slaughtered is also to ban certain speech performances. Al­
though the state's primary concern is economic rationalization, its in­
tervention can also be interpreted as a challenge to the authority of 
ritual speech (Kuipers 1990: 1). To focus exclusively on either the ma­
terial or the verbal dimension is to miss the importance of their con­
junction. What is distinctive about the situation is precisely the ambi­
guity induced by the fact that prohibitions on speech and on material 
expenditure are inseparable, and that the powers of speech are entan­
gled with those of objects. Their mutual involvement and its ramifica­
tions lie at the heart of the central problems-and promises-posed for 
Sumbanese by the state, the church, and the "modernities" that they pro­
ject. But what is it about the nature of power, the shape of agency, the 
value of words, and the meaning of things that makes this nexus so 
compelling in the first place? What can this particular configuration of 
words and things tell us about representation and power more gener­
ally? Why should the appearance of order be so implicated in the tu-
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mult of conflict? The purpose of this book is to explore some of these 
questions, by looking at the media-words, things, and performers­
through which Anakalangese seek to exercise power in scenes of en­
counter. The troubled relations among politik, ekonomis, and high moral 
value-a configuration hardly unique to Sumba-are neither obvious 
nor trivial. To understand this is to begin to understand the intertwining 
of words and things, of meaning and economy, and of agents, powers, 
and representations. It means going beyond the mimetic and normative 
aspects of ritual, to explore the relationship between representation and 
the conflictual, contingent, and risky character of social life. 

REPRESENTATION, AGENCY, AND 
MATERIALITY 

When Ubu Kaledi is calling poetic speech "politics" and the regent 
is curbing sacrifices, both are responding to the powers, ambiguities, 
and potential dangers of the most ritualized forms of action. Ritual 
speech and the accompanying material practices (exchange, sacrifice, 
and offerings) are the central components of events usually associated 
with high formality, shared cultural values, and traditional ceremo­
nialism. And yet these anecdotes suggest that the appearance of well­
regulated order is at best incomplete. I wish to raise this doubt about 
the status of ritual order for reasons both empirical and theoretical. The 
project that gave birth to this book was inspired in part by the remark­
able abundance of formal self-portrayal in many societies of Indone­
sia, something that has often been commented on (Keane 1995a: 102) 
and that gave rise to some of the strongest treatments of culture as text 
(Geertz 1973c), theater (Geertz 1980), or structuralist schema (Levi­
Strauss [1956] 1963; Needham 1980)-both within anthropology and 
in the continuing interventions of the Indonesian state. The questions 
this self-portrayal might provoke can be better understood in light of 
three features of recent developments in the study of culture and society. 

The first feature is a conflicted attitude toward ritual in particular 
and normative cultural accounts in general. Many anthropologists are 
increasingly uneasy with the assumption that ritual holds the key by 
which an entire culture, as a set of meanings borne by an untroubled 
consensus, can be unlocked. On the one hand, it is evident that certain 
ritualized activities are embedded within larger practical contexts. This 
recognition has given rise to important bodies of work on the political 
workings, within ritual frames, of exchange (Appadurai 1986; Ferguson 
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1985; Strathern 1988; Thomas 1991; Weiner 1992) and speech (Bloch 
1975; Brenneis and Myers 1984; Duranti 1994; Hill and Irvine 1992; 
Lindstrom 1992; Watson-Gegeo and White 1990). On the other hand, 
as anthropologists have become increasingly attentive to problems of 
agency, contending interests, and disjunctive perspectives, they have 
learned to be suspicious of official depictions of order. Some of this 
suspicion is epistemological, an alertness to the schematizing and reify­
ing effects of what people say about what they do. The epistemologi­
cal problems posed by reification may be inseparable from their politi­
cal effects (Asad 1986; Bourdieu [1972) 1977; Foucault [1969] 1972). 
Even the simple norms of everyday propriety, among the least dramatic 
elements of any cultural account, may serve particular interests or forces 
of domination (Scott 1990). If the normative is the language of political 
hegemony, then ritual should be hegemony's most powerful instrument, 
its authoritativeness bearing some relation (echoing, reproducing, or dis­
guising) to the distribution of political authority within society (Bloch 
1986). Rituals, moreover, may be subject to manipulation by the colo­
nial and postcolonial state precisely because of their apparent role in 
reproducing order. Suspicion of the normative, the official, and the ver­
balized has opened up new vistas as anthropologists seek out the mar­
ginal, the everyday, and the contested (in Indonesia, see Steedly 1993 
and Tsing 1993) and rethink the complex status of "traditional ritual" 
in the contemporary nation (Pemberton 1994). 

At the same time, the reevaluation of ritual and other public forums 
has perhaps led us to become inattentive to the dynamism and the apo­
ria that they may bear within them. In turning away from the study 
of ritual "order," we may be taking its apparently static surfaces and 
claims to authority too much at face value. It is pertinent to consider 
here the concept of formality. Regardless of whether one treats ritual as 
the key to cultural meanings or as an instrument of political hegemony, 
in doing so one may be collapsing together several distinct kinds of 
"formality." Judith Irvine (1979) points out that "formality" can refer 
to highly structured representations, or to an emphasis on stereotypical 
performance roles, or to a heightened focus on the given situation. For­
mality often induces explicit talk about rules and norms, with all the 
reflexivity to which that can give rise. Not only are these different sorts 
of formality not identical, they may even work at cross-purposes. As 
this book examines the multiple dimensions of ritualized action, it will 
show how they are implicated with another set of distinctions. Cultural 
and linguistic approaches to "power" occasionally treat power as syn-
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onymous with authority and status and their various representations. 
The distinctions among these can be important, however, especially when 
the effort to weave them together is a far from untroubled business. 

A second feature of much contemporary work in society and culture 
is the concern with agency. A common effect of this concern, as Sherry 
Ortner ( 1984) has pointed out, is to privilege the individual as the pre­
sumed locus of agency. But the ways of acting and talking that I dis­
cuss in this book challenge this common Western inclination to locate 
agency (see Strathern 1988), or, for that matter, "voice" (Volosinov 
[1930] 1973), in biologically distinct individuals. By placing formal ac­
tion at the center of this work, I follow a wide array of Anakalangese 
(young, old, male, female, high ranking and low, disgruntled and com­
placent) who situate the most public, most socially consequential, most 
powerful (and for some, most oppressive) matters in what might be 
called "scenes of encounter." Preeminent among these are events in 
which two groups confront, speak to, and exchange objects with each 
other.1 These scenes of encounter work to display and tap into an agency 
that is assumed to transcend the particular individuals present and the 
temporal moment in which they act. This project takes effort and is fal­
lible. Indeed, I will suggest that to the extent that the most authoritative 
agents in Anakalang are entities such as clans, they constitute an imputed 
subject that exceeds the capacity of particular living persons to inhabit 
in a fully stable and definitive manner. 

The practices that give life to authoritative agency in Anakalang con­
join both senses of the word "representation," depiction (representa­
tion as something) and delegation (representation by someone or some­
thing) (Pitkin 1967: 69; see also Peirce 2.273).2 Participants in scenes of 
encounter stage complex performances about who they are (such as 
named clans), who they are to each other (such as descendants or af­
fines), and who they are together (such as self-respecting people allied 
in authoritative performances). In the process, they engage, challenge, 
or otherwise presume the existence of particular sorts of interlocutors, 
to the exclusion of other sorts. In scenes of encounter and the events 
that support them, participants interactively define themselves and each 
other (something that also has quieter entailments for power differences 
within each group). The relevant locus of agency-living individual, 
disembodied ancestor, household, faction, clan, interclan alliance-is 
subject to ongoing construction and transformation. It is liable to shift, 
subject to the strategies and miscues of the interaction, reflecting a more 
general set of possibilities, as individuals can be split "into a variety of 



8 Introduction 

presences" (Hill and Irvine 1992: 7; see also Strathern 1988) or assem­
bled into a collective subject (Merlan and Rumsey 1991). Much of the 
work of power aims at, and is registered in, such transformations or 
constrictions of agency. 

A third feature of many current approaches to the study of culture is 
the privileged place they give to discourses and representations. This 
concentration on representations often seems to work against some of 
the more vigorous concepts of practice I have already mentioned, to the 
extent that the latter includes causes and consequences that elude inten­
tions and consciousness. Bearing this problem in mind, I begin with the 
central, and I hope uncontentious, assumption that representations ex­
ist as things and acts in the world. They are enunciated in speech events, 
enacted in rites, embodied in clothing, and portrayed in physical media; 
they circulate as goods and live in the form of human delegates. A me­
dium of representation is not only something that stands "between" 
those things that it mediates, it is also a "thing" in its own right. I want 
to stress the importance of the ambiguity introduced by the embodied 
character of representations. This implication can be found, for exam­
ple, in Charles S. Peirce's definition that representation is 

an object which stands for another so that an experience of the former af­
fords us a knowledge of the latter. There are three essential conditions to 
which every representation must conform. It must in the first place like any 
other object have qualities independent of its meaning . ... In the 2nd place 
a representation must have a real causal connection with its object .... In the 
third place, every representation addresses itself to a mind (Peirce 1986: 62; 
emphasis mine). 

Both symbolic anthropology and its critics have paid the greatest at­
tention to the third of these conditions. In contrast, I will be especially 
concerned with developing the implications of the first two. This book 
treats representations both as entities with their own, particular, formal 
properties (such as poetic structure and material qualities) and as kinds 
of practice, distinct and yet inseparable from the full range of people's 
projects and everyday activities. It examines words, things, and perfor­
mances together as coordinated media of authoritative, potentially pow­
erful, action. As a result, it works at the unstable boundary at which the 
"symbolic" and the "material" meet, reinforcing or undermining one 
another. In the process, the book explores the complex and sometimes 
contradictory relations among signification and causation, agency and 
contingency. 

If representations and power are not to be reduced one to the other, 
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it is important to pay attention to a variety of hazards. For if represen­
tations are really part of the action, then they are also implicated in the 
vicissitudes to which action is prone (see Sahlins 1985: ix). But this im­
plication is not mere accident: representations, I suggest, do not only in­
clude reflections of the actions they serve, they also hint at the nature 
and the sources of potential failure as well. In Anakalang, this potential 
for failure embodies and sometimes conflates dilemmas of several dis­
tinct sorts. In part, it reflects the way in which authority, legitimate 
agency, and the various sources of social and economic power do not 
necessarily cohere. 3 To bring them effectively together takes ongoing ef­
fort. In particular, it requires that words and things be coordinated in 
public events. Much of the politics and even the cosmology of represen­
tations in Anakalang concerns this effort, the resistances it generates, 
and the hazards to which it is prone. But the effort and hazard are not 
matters of which people are fully conscious, and the politics are not to 
be found in a set of choices clearly laid out before autonomous strate­
gizing agents. Hazard arises in part out of the complex relations be­
tween discourse and material economy, in part out of the political di­
alectic of solidarity and challenge. The latter is brought to sharp focus 
in the agonism and mutual dependence that pervade public interaction. 
This interaction is mediated by formal representations that reflect, in 
turn, a fundamental tension between text and context, repetition and 
act. This study examines representational practices for evidence of the 
limits, contradictions, and risks of action. Some of the sources of these 
problems are to be found in the practical conditions of possibility and 
consequence to which they are bound. Some, however, are reflected in 
the very nature of representational media themselves. 

In the rest of this chapter, I explain my use of the words "representa­
tion," "recognition," and "hazard" and propose a dialectical approach 
to the semiotic and material economies they involve. Hazard, I suggest, 
is critical for understanding the powers, resistances, and experiences 
that representational practices produce and the historical fates to which 
they contribute. 

ORDINARY OBJECTIFICATION 

Historically, the study of "representation as" has tended to center 
on mimesis. Mimesis, for example, is central to the original formu­
lation of "collective representations" (Durkheim and Mauss (1903] 
1963) whose influence on current approaches remains strong even where 
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unacknowledged or opposed. Durkheim and Mauss postulate that classes 
of things in the world reflect preexisting classes of social groups. Of­
ten manifest in such concrete forms as the spatial disposition of dwell­
ings, collective representations are objectifications that serve the self­
knowledge of members of society. Their principal value lies in their 
isomorphism with the true or desired state of things. 

But if we treat words, things, and performances together as media of 
action, the mimetic function is only part of the story. Mimesis does not 
disappear, but it is resituated as one component of a practical and semi­
otic complex. To see why it might be productive to resituate mimesis, it 
is useful briefly to look at its role in two important analyses of pre- (or 
early) colonial Indonesian societies. Clifford Geertz and Benedict An­
derson both respond to the prominence of ritual and formality in so­
cieties in which they are clearly inseparable from questions of power. 
In his account of the "theatre state," Geertz echoes Durkheim and 
Mauss's basic theme: "What the Balinese state did for Balinese society 
was to cast into sensible form a concept of what, together, they were 
supposed to make of themselves" (1980: 102).4 Geertz asserts that 
ritual representations do not just portray a conceptual order but pro­
vide an exemplar for society and a foundation for relations of authority 
within it. Wary of the temptations of functionalism, he is careful not to 
seek a final explanation in either purposeful actions or causal effects. 
Rather, the power of representations lies ultimately in mimesis: "by the 
mere act of providing a model ... the court shapes the world around it 
into at least a rough approximation of its own excellence" (1980: 13). 

My interest here is not with whether this is or is not a good portrayal 
of the historical Bali but rather with the questions this might raise about 
how we think about representation. What sort of "shaping" might a 
"model" provide? Some insight is provided by Anderson's ([1972] 1990) 
influential account of charismatic power in Java. According to Ander­
son, Javanese traditionally conceived of power as something that exists 
independent of those who hold it. Thus the possession of charismatic 
power hinged not on being asserted but on evidence of its presence, that 
is, on signs. A practical paradox inhabits this model of power, which, as 
in Geertz's account, eschews appeals to intentional action. Since the 
signs of power are supposed to be manifestations of what they signify, 
the possessor of power should not appear to act intentionally, that is, 
to desire, seek, or hold onto it: "the grasp for Power may mean its 
loss and the withdrawal from Power its acquisition" (Anderson [1972] 
1990: 67). 5 As a result, charisma depends on others. For example, "be-
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ing thought to have such [power-laden] objects ... at one's disposal is 
just as politically advantageous as actually having or making serious 
use of them" (Anderson [1972] 1990: 27; emphasis in original). This 
places the leader at the mercy of the follower's interpretations of signs. 

Anderson sees the power of representations ultimately to depend on 
Javanese ideas about their sources-because the signs of power are gen­
erated by a source that at some level remains (ambiguously) distinct 
from them, they serve as evidence of its existence: "the charismatic lead­
er's Power is revealed rather than demonstrated" ([1972] 1990: 74). As 
I understand this assertion, the difference between revealing and dem­
onstrating power is a difference in imputed agency. A "demonstrated" 
sign occurs by virtue of an intention to communicate (and by virtue of 
being seen to intend to do so, what H. P. Grice [1957] calls a "non­
natural meaning").6 In reading such a sign, we look for the intentions of 
a sign user in the background. By contrast, a "revealed" sign is one that 
should be taken to have a "natural" meaning; that is, it is really linked 
to what it signifies by causation or proximity, the way clouds "mean" 
rain. Herein lies the semiotic side of the quandary of charismatic power. 
Like many kinds of authority, its legitimacy hinges on signs that can be 
interpreted as "natural." 

To the extent that these accounts exclude the "traffic" in power from 
the field of legitimate authority (Geertz 1980: 132), however, they also 
threaten to reproduce functionalism's opposition between ideas and ac­
tions. 7 To separate symbolism from action risks making the former puz­
zling (what do we gain from privileging this domain of human life?), 
irrelevant (why don't we just look for how things "really" happen?), 
omnipotent (how could things ever turn out otherwise?), or historically 
fragile (what happens as soon as a follower's belief wavers?). Such ques­
tions mark out the split between those who find the interpretation of 
images and texts to provide a sufficient account of society and its poli­
tics (as in some versions of Cultural Studies) and those who would see 
"through" representations to get to the real action (as in some versions 
of Marxism). 

To take representations seriously, I suggest, we should not have to 
treat them in isolation from, or as subordinated to, the other activities 
of society. Even the most transcendental images occur in particular so­
cial and ontological spaces, facing audiences, making use of performers 
and their skills, presupposing certain assumptions about how actions oc­
cur and what sorts of beings inhabit the world, and requiring economic 
and social resources. Thus, for instance, to the extent that charisma is 
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mediated by signs, this suggests that charisma cannot be entirely di­
vorced from action. But to include action in an account of represen­
tations should not require us to return to bare functionalism or to re­
duce the symbolic to the material. A more realistic approach might be 
one that seeks to keep both dimensions in mutually irreducible play 
with each other. To begin, I ask how representations, if they are not 
only mimetic, are embedded within ordinary action and party to its 
vicissitudes. 

A first step might be to reconsider the character of representation, 
seen as objectification. Since for Durkheim, objectification is the con­
crete embodiment of an idea, it has become a commonplace to criticize 
the Durkheimian tradition for excessive intellectualism and for situating 
ideas at a timeless, static plane. But the foundational accounts of Hegel 
and Marx portray objectification as a necessary moment in action, not 
as at odds with it. This is evident in the Hegelian treatment of the sub­
ject's self-constitution. In the dialectic of Lordship and Bondage, for ex­
ample, this self-constitution occurs in an active process of challenge and 
response. That is, a subject objectifies itself with respect to an other: 
"self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and by the fact that, 
it so exists for another; that is, it exists only in being acknowledged" 
(Hegel [1807] 1977: 111). In the Hegelian concept, objectification thus 
is not a simple matter of self-contemplation but is inherently implicated 
in action. Moreover, it develops out of interaction with others. 

A basic concept of interaction plays a fundamental role in work 
ranging from that of Marx and Georg Simmel to such diverse contem­
porary projects as the linguistic analysis of conversation (e.g., Duranti 
and Goodman 1992) or the rethinking of gender (Butler 1990) and of 
multiculturalism (Taylor 1992). For my purposes in this introduction, I 
will here draw selectively from a point of intersection between pragma­
tist and phenomenological traditions. Alfred Schutz ((1932] 1967: 61) 
begins with a phenomenological reading of Max Weber's model of in­
tentional action: "the meaning of any action is its corresponding pro­
jected act." As a result, intentional action already contains within it a 
split between subject and object, prior to any encounter with another 
person. This is a function of its temporal structure. Intentional ac­
tion, being oriented to the future, represents to itself an already com­
pleted act ((1932] 1967: 59-61). In this moment of imagination, self­
consciousness takes the acting self as an object of perception, distinct 
from the perceiving self ([1932] 1967: 58): to move actively into the 
future necessarily entails self-objectification. 8 
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But the internal split entailed in self-objectification is thoroughly im­
plicated in the subject's active engagement with a social universe of oth­
ers. Consider, for example, the role played by the public, shared signs of 
language in George Herbert Mead's version of interaction. The reflexive 
character of interaction arises out of the need to anticipate the other's re­
sponse to one's own gesture, as the fencer's challenge anticipates a ri­
poste (Mead 1934: 43). In the fullest form of social interaction, how­
ever, this anticipation is not limited to the gesture itself. Action includes 
a distinct moment of self-consciousness. This self-consciousness is pred­
icated on the existence of the other person. It is only through the per­
spective of the other that I can experience myself as an object, thus as a 
complete self (1934: 136-138). But I do not take on the other's position 
directly. My ability to see myself from your position is mediated by 
signs, especially language.9 Language supplies a missing element in two 
ways. Because speech is an objective medium outside of me, I am able to 
hear myself just as you can, whereas I cannot, for example, directly see 
my face (1934: 65). Because speech uses symbols that we both share, it 
has the same effect on me as it has on you (1934: 46). Thus representa­
tions do not simply express some autonomous inner or ideal meaning. 
Moreover, the fact that they have material form, and that they draw on 
collective resources, makes them crucial conditions of possibility for ac­
twns. For me to act, I must be an object to myself, but for me to be an 
object to myself, I must have both a medium and an audience (1934: 
141-142). 

As the Hegelian model suggests, self-consciousness is not a neutral 
matter of epistemology. Since each party to interaction is also evalu­
ating and acting on the other, self-consciousness is open to contesta­
tion. This agonistic potential of everyday interaction is implicit, for 
example, in the work of Erving Goffman (1956), who distinguishes be­
tween demeanor (behavior that shows the respect that I owe to myself) 
and deference (behavior that shows the respect I owe to others). Defer­
ence and demeanor suggest that there is a micropolitics to the interde­
pendence of self and other. Not only does my deferential behavior say 
something about who I think you are, but so too does my demeanor. 
The way in which I handle myself displays my self-respect, but the re­
spect with which I feel I must handle myself in front of you can imply a 
statement about you as well (this is why my state of undress might 
offend you). Conversely, the deference I show you simultaneously dis­
plays my interactive skills and my social knowledge (Errington 1988). In 
showing that I know your value, I am also putting forward a claim 
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about my own-a claim, however, that depends on your response for its 
affirmation. 

RECOGNITION 

Critics of the interactionism that developed out of Schutz and 
Mead point to how it overemphasizes individual spontaneity and self­
knowledge at the expense of institutions, history, difference, power, 
and the vagaries of consciousness (Bourdieu [1972] 1977: 81; Giddens 
1979: 254). But if we focus on recognition, it becomes apparent that 
the very nature of interaction calls for an account of society and power. 
To begin with the ordinary nondialectical sense of "recognition," peo­
ple recognize actions and identities in terms of things of which they al­
ready have some understanding. Objectification depends on an act of 
comparison in which the new event can be recognized as an instance of 
something that is already known (Schutz [1932] 1967: 84). One syn­
thesizes one's perceptions in relation to previous experience, and gives 
them a name: one sees, for instance, a swinging ax, flying woodchips, a 
man in motion, as a unity, namely, a woodcutter engaged in the act of 
cutting wood (Schutz [1932] 1967: 110-111). This requires both prior 
knowledge of the world and a language, which provides an interpretive 
scheme.10 Similarly, for Mead, experience is mediated by recognition. 
Moreover, we recognize things insofar as they are repeatable: "[When] 
something is recognized, there is a universal character given in the 
experience itself which is at least capable of an indefinite number of 
repetitions" (Mead 1934: 84). Thus recognition entails an inherently 
temporal dimension, objectifying the moment with glances both retro­
spective and prospective. 

But as the role of language in Schutz's woodcutter example suggests, 
what counts as repeatable is at least in part social, not a direct precipi­
tate of experience. For Schutz and Mead, recognizable types exist as a 
relatively unproblematic background of shared common knowledge 
(Schutz [1932] 1967: 170). To the extent that a recognizable type is re­
peatable, it exists independently of the particularities of time, place, 
power, and subjective idiosyncrasies. Rather like Durkheim's (1915: 
434), collective representations, they are communicable only by virtue 
of being types and thus, implicitly, by being publicly available. 

In this account, I depend on you to recognize me or my actions as 
instances of certain types. This means, in principle, that recognition 
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cannot be entirely in my hands. It is subject to the playing out of the in­
teraction between us and thus begins to take on a more dialectical and 
potentially power-laden quality than that of a simple embodying of an 
existing type. Thus I depend on you to recognize that my identity (wood­
cutter, stranger, or neighbor) and my actions (making a living, trespass­
ing, or borrowing) are indeed of a certain type and not some other. The 
outcome depends on interaction that is not fully in the control of either 
party. What's more, whether I get you to accept my action as that of a 
stranger or a neighbor may depend on our past history, respective power, 
and standing relative to one another and thus to institutions (such as 
courts) and categories (such as gender). As James Scott (1985: 291) ob­
serves, in reference to the politics of peasant resistance, the "English 
poacher in the eighteenth century may have been resisting gentry's claim 
to property in wild game, but he was just as surely interested in rabbit 
stew." The ambiguity is not settled simply by appealing to the poacher's 
intentions, especially once he has been caught by the gamekeeper. This 
suggests not only that interaction presupposes social knowledge but 
also that it is mediated by relations of authority (even as it contributes 
to them-a circularity to which I will return in later chapters). As a re­
sult, the questions of "what" is going on and "who" is doing it are po­
tentially subject to contestation, the definition of the situation itself, in­
deed, what even counts as "experience," becoming an object of politics 
(Rosaldo 1973; Scott 1991). In this light, "recognition" as a known 
type becomes involved with the social and political dynamics of "recog­
nition" as acknowledgment or affirmation. When collective agency and 
ancestral identity are at stake, the two may be inseparable. 

To the extent that the construction and evaluation of one social iden­
tity depends on the actions of others, that identity may be contestable. 
It is useful here to recall the dilemma that Hegel describes in his ac­
count of Lordship and Bondage. It is not sufficient for the Lord to ob­
tain recognition from the Bondsman. An other from whom all agency is 
removed is incapable of the real act of granting recognition. In such a 
case, any such recognition would seem ultimately to emanate from the 
Lord's own desires, and thus would suffer the same disabilities that An­
derson describes for the possessor of charisma, who cannot appear to 
strive for power. At this point recognition takes on a dialectical mean­
ing: the Lord wishes to see himself in the recognition of the Bondsman, 
whose recognition comes from seeing himself in the Lord. That is, the 
Bondsman can only fully acknowledge the free activity of the Lord to 
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the extent that he himself acts freely. Yet the Bondsman's freedom is 
curtailed precisely by the Lord's own freedom, which the Lord asserts by 
limiting that of the Bondsman. 

By referring to the dialectic of Lordship and Bondage, I do not in­
tend to take on Hegel's metaphysical assumptions or become embroiled 
in the debates to which they have given rise. What interests me about his 
account is the way in which it captures an aspect of the dynamic and 
the quandary of agency as Anakalangese publicly construct it. In par­
ticular, the logic of this dialectic can be seen in the character of Ana­
kalangese scenes of encounter. As has often been remarked, the gift can 
carry a profoundly ambivalent charge, simultaneously honoring and 
challenging the recipient. Even from a setting as different as nineteenth­
century America, Emerson remarks "we do not quite forgive a giver" 
([1844] 1983: 94). Often, as in Anakalang, one reason that the chal­
lenge in itself confers honor is because it presupposes that the other is 
the type of person who is worthy of challenging and able to respond 
(see Bourdieu [1972] 1977: 12). In anticipating a response, the chal­
lenge takes the first step in the elicitation of mutual recognition (a step 
that is not complete until further steps are taken, which in Anakalang is 
not a forgone conclusion). The dynamic of challenge and response places 
both parties in uncertain mutual dependence. Viewed from the side of 
the giver, to make too overwhelming a gift fails to create honor for one­
self, because it removes the possibility of response from the recipient. 
From the side of the recipient, without the challenge offered by an ini­
tial gift, one lacks even the practical capacity to express one's agency 
through a response. To this extent, the most authoritative kinds of agency 
are out of the hands of any single party. They are not attributes of either 
party but are jointly (though not necessarily equally) constructed. 

FORM AND REFLECTION 

Anakalangese representational practices take the form of highly styl­
ized versions of the self/other dialectic. But why pay special attention to 
formal events? After all, if the self/other dialectic has any generality, it 
is found in all sorts of practices of the most ordinary sort, such as daily 
greetings, the dealings of parents with children, and even the coopera­
tion among gardeners. Most of the empirical studies that have come out 
of interactive models have focused on the micropolitics of everyday, 
face-to-face encounters among small numbers of people (e.g., Goodwin 
1990; Grimshaw 1990). This book asks, however, What does it mean to 
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formalize interaction in major public events? What might the pragmat­
ics and materiality of representations reveal about the relations be­
tween ritualized and more mundane activities? 

One common effect of formal frames is to induce self-consciousness 
(Bateson [1955] 1972). They provoke people to be aware of rules to 
be followed (and thus of the repeatability of past acts), of behavior to 
avoid (and thus of possible consequences), and of the disjunction be­
tween representation and represented. If the sorts of self-reference that 
formal action brings about were no more than a set of official proposi­
tions or normalizing imperatives, however, they would be a very poor 
guide to the full range of things people do, fear, and desire. To create a 
frame often implies something about what is outside the frame as well. 
In Anakalang, for example, to use ritual speech is, among other things, 
to display the fact that you are not speaking in colloquial styles. In the 
process, the formal frame attempts to give meaning to, confine, or 
transform what it excludes (not just colloquial speech but, as will be­
come apparent, everyday labor, female and youthful speakers, the mar­
ketplace, even the state). In their self-referentiality, Anakalangese for­
mal events resemble the Elizabethan theater in which the "distinction 
between the theatre and the world ... was not one that went with­
out saying; on the contrary, it was constantly said" (Greenblatt [1988] 
1994: 514). By insisting too much, as it were, the frame invites the 
watcher to imagine its vulnerability to breaking and to appreciate the 

difficulty of sustaining it. 
Anakalangese scenes of encounter dramatize certa.in ideas about the 

nature of the self/other dialectic. In particular, this takes the form of 
objectification and self-reference, persistently speaking, by both explicit 
and implicit means, of "what is going on here" and "who is doing 
it." In its public and formal character, this self-reference is not simply 
a guide for self-understanding. Anakalangese scenes of encounter take 
place before the evaluating gaze of a wider world of living contempo­
raries and even the dead. It is under this gaze that the two senses of 
"recognition" come together. There are many ways to respond to the 
challenges of any given exchange, but they are evaluated, in part, with 
reference to shared ideas about proper ways of acting. The politics of 
Anakalangese interaction are not simply a matter of gift and counter­
gift, performance and counterperformance. They also make constant, 
often contested, and never unproblematically secured, reference to the 

ancestral authority that they invoke. 11 

To invoke the authority of ancestral types of action presents a host of 
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problems. For one thing, ancestors, however "present" they may be in 
some sense, are not "here" in the same way as the living performers (al­
though in what ways they are absent will vary according to local on­
tologies; Anakalangese, for example, are not subject to possession by 
ancestral spirits as some people are), nor is their authority invested in 
the living as the law in a judge at the bench. When Anakalangese act 
like ancestors, they know they have not (entirely) become ancestors. 
This places a great deal of weight on the ability of their acts to shape the 
context in which they occur. This ability, which is never guaranteed, is 
a function of several dimensions of the activity. For one thing, as con­
crete actions, they impose material and organizational requirements 
on people. As I will suggest below, in discussing "indexicality," these 
requirements can neither be fully separated from nor entirely encom­
passed within the semiotic character of actions. To be fully authorita­
tive and efficacious, participants strive to be taken by others as replicat­
ing the forms (ritual speech, ceremonial exchange, certain structures of 
performance) created by the ancestors. To this extent, ritualized action 
is indeed mimetic, as in the Durkheimian view, but the mimetic quality 
alone is insufficient to account for its power. Ritual also, for example, 
contains a language of self-reference that presupposes that participants 
act on their historical ties to the ancestral sources of authority. These 
ties are the actual links of inheritance, transferral, or even conquest by 
which people lay claim to the knowledge and possessions with which 
they are able to act. When most successful, ritual performance works 
by a circular logic in which it creatively brings about a context and set 
of identities that it portrays as already existing. But, as I argue, this out­
come is fraught with both logical dilemmas and practical hazards, and 
it cannot be understood by looking at its efficacy and successes alone. It 
is perhaps only in highly legalistic frameworks that people can easily 
distinguish between conventional effects (oaths of office, wedding vows) 
and causal outcomes (good harvests, healthy children). When Anaka­
langese engage in "speech acts," the potentials for performative infelic­
ities and material misfortunes go hand in hand. 

CAUSATION AND SIGNIFICATION 

The interactive model asserts that if representational acts are to en­
dow people with authority, those acts and actors must be recognized by 
others-as true to form, and as proper to who those actors really are. It 
is this combination of sociality with meaning, and the alternative to 
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Machiavellian or Hobbesian models of power that it seems to provide, 
that leads both Anderson and Geertz to place such great weight on the 
content of representations. Yet their recurrent parenthetical allusions to 
"trafficking" and other offstage machinations lend to both accounts a 
sense of incompleteness. If we are to take serioiisly the power of repre­
sentational practice, and if this power is not to vanish the moment peo­
ple (men and women, juniors and seniors, experts and laity, nobles and 
dependents, Christians and ancestral ritualists) differ in their points of 
view or their beliefs, it might be fruitful to seek a more dialectical rela­
tion between signs and socioeconomic circumstances. Such is the com­
plex web that links representation and resources, that the former cannot 
be reduced simply to being a reflection of or disguise for the latter. A 
first element in this dialectic is provided by the intersection of causation 
and signification in semiotics. This asks us to look not just at content 
but at form as well. 

The effectiveness of signs, whether verbal or material, depends in part 
on how people take them to signify. Some of the implications of how 
they signify can be shown by way of Peirce's semiotic trichotomy of icon, 
index, and symbol. These terms distinguish among the ways in which a 
given sign can be connected to that which it signifies. An icon, such as a 
diagram or painting, signifies by virtue of an imputed resemblance to 
the original.12 An index signifies by virtue of a real relationship of cau­
sation or contiguity to its object. In Peirce's example, a bullet hole in 
the wall indexes the fact of a gun actually having been fired. The index 
finger serves its function by pointing in the real direction in question. A 
symbol signifies only by virtue of a social convention, as in what Saus­
surean linguists call the "arbitrary" relation between words and their 
referents. 

Icon, index, and symbol thus are not simply properties of signs as 
things in the world. They reflect our own understanding of how any 
given sign works. This is not a mere epistemological quibble. Part of the 
authority and power of signs of social status or divine power lies in 
how people take those signs to be related to their objects. For example, 
one way of interpreting the efficacy that Geertz imputes to Balinese rep­
resentations is in terms of iconism. It might be that the mimetic, that 
is, iconic, relation between ritual, palace, cosmos, and society can be 
explained as manifestations of a single animating source. But in that 
case, a convinced audience understands that iconism to be causally pro­
duced: it should not, for example, be seen to be the result of shrewd po­
litical calculation. Like the resemblance between a photograph and its 
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subject, iconism can be persuasive in such a case because it indexes 
(what Balinese take to be) an existential connection between sign and 
signified. B 

As this example suggests, indexes are of particular importance in 
linking representations to their contexts and conditions of possibility. 
Like the signs of charismatic authority, they seem "natural," that is, not 
the result of intentional action.14 So, one effect may be that the more 
natural a sign of charisma seems, the more irresistible the authority of 
its bearer, to the extent that people take it to manifest that person's real 
essence. Conversely, to the extent that people recognize that a sign is a 
symbol, they may be more prone to seek out the intentions and agency 
of a sign user. At the same time, some circumstances (mishearings, puns, 
the role distance induced by official jargon, the aura of a sacred vocab­
ulary) can foreground the fact that conventional signs are drawn from 
sources that lie beyond the speaker's intentions. As I will argue in this 
book, in this distance between speaker and speech may lie elements not 
only of authority's sources but also of its elusiveness. 

SPEECH AND POLITICAL ECONOMY 

At the practical and conceptual base of authoritative actions Anaka­
langese insist on a simple but critical requirement: words and things 
must be transacted together. The requirement is a local peculiarity, but 
the problems it seeks to master, of weaving together and containing 
power, value, authority, performative efficacy, material resources, and 
communication, are widespread concomitants of representational prac­
tice. In an effort to untangle this set of problems, I have tried to keep 
speech and valuable goods and the performances by which they are 
transacted within a single field of vision. As a result, much of this book 
is concerned with both ritual speech and ceremonial exchange. These 
are topics with long histories in anthropology that have usually been 
treated as distinct fields of study. Both ritual speech and ceremonial ex­
change are especially prominent in contemporary Sumbanese societies. 
Detailed studies of speech (see especially Forth 1988 in Rindi; Hoskins 
1988 in Kodi; Kuipers 1986, 1988, 1990 in Weyewa) and exchange 
(Hoskins 1993a, 1993b in Kodi; Mitchell 1981 in Wanukaka) are now 
available. My own project is enormously aided by this wealth of recent 
research. What the present book proposes to contribute to these twin 
fields of study is an exploration of the space between them. 

To do so leads me to ask interpretive questions about the form and 
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content of representational media and about the society within which 
they function. Consider, for instance, Macaulay's remark, somewhere, 
that "parliamentary government is government by speaking." If we 
look at the workings of parliamentary debate, we might ask a nested se­
ries of questions: How does rhetorical form contribute to the outcome 
of debates? What is it about Parliament that makes debate there pow­
erful? What kind of agent and subject does the structure of Parliament 
presume and reproduce? What is it about the power of Parliament that 
makes some ways of talking more effective than others? And how does 
the power of Parliament differ from that of, say, the church, the throne, 
the army, or the stock exchange? A similar nested set of questions can be 
asked of material goods, whose economic value, semiotic meaning, and 
social power are not inherent but are functions, in part, of how they are 
transacted, held onto, put to use, and so forth. For this reason, partly 
ethnographic and partly theoretical in origin, I have chosen to speak of 
"representations" in this book, rather than signs, language, performance, 
exchange, or ritual. In particular, I wish to avoid privileging words or 
things or performances a priori. Rather, I am interested in their imbri­
cations, ambiguities, and mutual tensions. 

What the interactive model of a self/other dialectic introduces is the 
link between representation, action, and the presence of other persons. 
In particular, the role taken by the other party provides a crucial link 
between cultural expression and social organization. Addressed to au­
diences, given to recipients, eliciting interlocutors, representations both 
presuppose and give life to particular sorts of agents, kinds of beings, 
and forms of relationship. It is a sociology and a cosmology that provide 
us with an account of possible others and the terms under which repre­
sentation can and must take place. It is local assumptions about the na­
ture of representations that help determine how they work. The rela­
tion between the forms of representational media and their historical 
and material conditions of possibility provides us with access to the full 
range of powers to which representational practices aspire. But "con­
text" is not simply a given background necessary for the interpretation 
of speech events or material transactions. Part of what is at stake in the 
dynamism of scenes of encounter is the ongoing business of reconfigur­
ing the nature of the setting, event, and participants. 

Anakalangese scenes of encounter articulate people's knowledge and 
skill with their social and economic resources. They do so in ways that 
entail and construct a public realm. The participants in an encounter 
act in full awareness of the fact that others, members of a wider social 
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world, are watching and evaluating their deeds. This reflexive character 
of formal action depends on recognition, which exposes intentions to 

denial, thereby introducing an irreducibly political dynamic into repre­
sentational practices. The very media of representation introduce ele­
ments of slippage into scenes of encounter. Words can be ambiguous, 
their authorship, efficacy, and pertinence disputed. Objects can be dam­
aged, lost, diverted away from their rightful recipients, their value de­
bated, their meanings confused. Alert to slippage and aware of the po­
tential for cross-purposes within groups and the challenges between 
them, Anakalangese embark on even highly formal events with a sense 
of risk. But this vulnerability need not be mere happenstance, some­
thing that might be weeded out of a good depiction of how formal ac­
tion works. Rather, I propose that formal action provides its own (albeit 
highly partial) account of this vulnerability: it does so not simply in 
order to control risk but also to instigate it. If action is real, it must be 
subject to failure. If it is valuable and powerful, it must display itself as 
overcoming failure. For all its formality, by placing so much weight on 
such problematic means, ritualized action contributes to as much as it 
constrains the gamble of action. This means we must pay careful atten­
tion to the media of representation-to the form of words, the shape of 
things, the ways in which words are spoken and gifts given, and who 
does what-as well as to the social and economic conditions for their 
possibility. 

Over the course of this book I will explore how the iconic, indexical, 
and symbolic dimensions of representational practices-whether verbal, 
material, or performative-are crucial to their capacity to construct au­
thority and give agents access to various sources of power. Representa­
tional practices work in complex ways to link the logical aspects of sig­
nification with the causal. To be valid, words must be spoken in tandem 
with material transactions. The efficacy of material goods rests both on 
their character as conventional signs and on their economic weight and 
practical utility--components whose relations are unstable. The require­
ment that words and things be transacted together means that the au­
thority of speech and the economic power conveyed through goods 
should each index the other. But by virtue of simple causality, exchange 
also indexes the real presence of supporters and material goods in the 
background and all the political strategies, demographic accidents, and 
economic circumstances that that presence involves. Yet until strategy, 
demography, and economics are transformed through representational 
practice, they provide imperfect foundations for the authority or even 
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identity of those who wield them. The meaning and value of objects are 
never reducible to the resources they index. The most powerful forms 
of representational practice hinge on the complex play between logical 
and causal relations and between what enters and what eludes signifi­
cation. There is no reason in principle to draw from this the reductivist 
conclusion that political economy itself is either an efficient or a final 
cause of representations. The nexus of signification and causation sug­
gests that we are not faced with a stark choice between two reduction­
isms, either (to rephrase Geertz 1980: 13) pomp serving power or power, 
pomp. 

THE DIFFICULTIES OF REPRESENTATION AND 
THE HAZARDS OF ENCOUNTER 

The care with which anthropologists have shown the workings of 
rituals, exchange, and even hegemony has perhaps led them to over­
emphasize their efficacy. In Anakalang, representational practices are 
subject to the hazards of semiotic difficulty, economic weakness, politi­
cal conflict, and ancestral ire. Like many ritualists, Anakalangese prac­
titioners commonly describe their own actions as mere "shadows," in­
complete remnants of the more powerful capacities of their ancestors. 
Perfect ritual knowledge, truly authoritative speech, genuine wealth, 
and exchange partners who never fail you are always out of reach in the 
near or distant past. This perception at once insulates an idealized past 
from the corrosive effects of current imperfection and contributes to a 
broader vision of time, as a continual falling away from a better world. 
But Anakalangese are also aware of more immediate sources of hazard, 
such as what James Scott (1985) calls the footdragging resistance of 
subordinates, as well as the arrogance of superiors, the obduracy of af­
fines, the stinginess of allies, and the obscurity of ancestors. Their aware­
ness of shortcomings is in part a way of recognizing the temporal dimen­
sion of action, in which neither other people's memory of past events 
nor outcomes in the future are settled. The forms their awareness can 
take are important to how they undertake ritual actions. 15 

To the extent that they find themselves compelled to represent them­
selves to one another, Anakalangese must be concerned with the so­
cial force of signs, the effort to control that force, and the slippage to 
which signs are prone. The difficulty of representation seems to localize 
the more diffuse uncertainties of politics and even the contingencies of 
life in general. But this concern is also grounded in the difficulties that 
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ritualized media impose on action. Ritual speech, for example, creates 
authority by enacting icons of imputed ancestral originals. By appealing 
to absent sources of authority, however, those who use ritual speech 
wield an agency that is ambiguously divided between the living and the 
dead. They cannot claim full authorship of the words they speak.16 The 
materiality of objects and the social constraints on circulation prevent 
even the wealthiest Anakalangese from full mastery over the goods they 
transact. The relative autonomy of both verbal and material signs is at 
once a source of their authority and a threat to those who use them. 
This threat is concretized in people's anxieties both about ancestral ven­
geance for errors and the fact that political outcomes are unforeseeable. 
These anxieties seem to reflect a more general quandary of agency, aris­
ing out of people's ongoing effort to take on an authority that rests on 
the skillful weaving together of tactical moves and ancestral models. 

Ritual speech exemplifies the problem of agency because of the way 
it foregrounds the ambiguous authorship of spoken words: they must 
be attributable at once to the speaker and the ancestors (see chapter 4). 
As a result, it is especially prone to what Austin ( [19 5 5] 197 5: 14) calls 
the "infelicities" of performative language, some implications of which 
are drawn out by Derrida ([1972] 1982). Performatives seem to express 
the intentions of speakers (it is not just anyone, but I who hereby wed 
thee). But their institutional force depends on certain conventions ("I 
hereby do thee wed" is by social and legal convention how one weds 
somebody). That is, they rely on an inherent property of language, what 
Derrida calls its "iterability." By virtue of being conventional, they must 
be repeatable by other speakers on other occasions (I cannot wed thee 
if the act of wedding someone is unique and never to be done by and 
to others as well). But insofar as performative words can be repeated 
by others, they can be said (or, for that matter, heard) out of context, 
quoted, or used in a "nonserious" manner (say, jokingly or in a play). 
By accentuating these properties, ritual speech compels speakers to be 
aware that their words are not fully in their control but are vulnerable 
to misunderstanding, misattribution, or misfire. Although this vulnera­
bility is placed in the foreground by the particular attributes of ritual 
speech, it expresses the more general characteristics of representation. 
Recall that Mead privileges language because of its peculiarly intersub­
jective character, that, in part, it is speech that allows us to hear our­
selves as others hear us. Derrida ((1967] 1973: 86-87) also draws at­
tention to this property of speech in his particular version of the claim 
that language cannot be reduced to being the outward expression of an 
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inward intention to convey meanings. Rather, the intelligibility of rep­
resentations depends on having the character of "writing" ([1967] 1973: 
93 ), on being detachable from particular speakers and acts of speaking. 
To the extent that people's intentional acts are mediated by representa­
tion, they are liable to encounter various effects of the gap between in­
tention and representational resources. Among these effects is ambigu­
ity about agency. In everyday talk these effects are rarely at issue. The 
smooth flow of conversation relies on the participants sharing certain 
default assumptions about context, authorship, and cooperation (Sacks, 
Schegloff, and Jefferson 1974; Duranti and Goodwin 1992). When am­
biguity does obtrude, it is subject to "repair" (Schegloff, Jefferson, and 
Sacks 1977). But the highly marked character of ritual speech works to 
disrupt the background assumptions of ordinary interaction. The quan­
daries for authoritative agency induced by its dependence on ancestral 
warrants arise from the play among the presence of representations, the 
absence of their imputed origins, and dependence on others to recog­
nize their claims. In the scenes of encounter, these take the form of 
problems about where to attribute the authorship of words, the respon­
sibility for acts, and the true sources of material goods. They may be 
registered in pervasive tensions, wary alertness, and especially in the aura 
of danger remarked on by many observers of ritual (on Sumba, for ex­
ample, see Hoskins 1993b: 229). The recalcitrance of representations is 
one way that people experience the fact that they are embedded in a 
world of language, institutions, economic circumstances, and social 
others that are, historically and logically, already given before any par­
ticular intention to act. That the most public and consequential acts in 
Anakalangese society center on this very recalcitrance is of critical sig­
nificance, for it entangles the intrinsic difficulties of representation with 
the hazards of politics. 

To understand formal action, it is crucial to see what it actually ex­
cludes and how, implicitly, it constructs the alternatives, the failures and 
threats against which it poses itself. Precisely because ritual grounds the 
assertion of authority in representations-which imply a gap between 
representational form and represented substance-and insists on the 
consequentiality of correct forms and risk of bringing on misfortunes, it 
is haunted by "the possibility that something could go wrong" (Dirks 
(1992] 1994: 498). In Anakalang, this possibility is registered from the 
start in the emphatic self-reference by which formal action is framed 
and set apart from the rest of life, and the participants' attendant cau­
tion and alertness to error and misfire. By focusing on practice, I wish 
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to preserve both the identity and the disjunction between representa­
tion and represented. For instance, when Anakalangese act like ances­
tors, they do not mistake themselves for them. Fostering this tension be­
tween identity and disjunction, like that between inside and outside the 
frame, formality itself lends a sense of vulnerability to the actions it 
undertakes. 

This book argues that scenes of encounter as exercises of power are 
prone to certain hazards. These are functions, in part, of the vulnerabil­
ity imposed by the need to interact with others. They also arise from 
the semiotic and pragmatic problems of coordinating several aspects of 
power and authority. This problem of coordination depends in turn on 
relations of cooperation (such as that between husbands and wives) and 
domination (such as that between masters and slaves) as well as on char­
acteristics of representation itself. The challenge of coordinating power 
and authority folds the difficulties of ritual media back into the realm of 
practical politics. I want to keep the authority constructed in speech, 
the legitimacy founded in exchange, and the power of goods in play with­
out reducing them all to a single dimension. It is important to hold in 
view the relative autonomy of knowledge, economic strength, and po­
litical skill. The most talented speaker cannot act effectively without ex­
change valuables. The wealthiest cattle owner cannot act legitimately 
without supporters. The highest-born nobleman cannot go into the 
public eye without productive ties to sisters and wives. In the constant 
effort to keep these several dimensions of power and authority working 
together lies the continuing dynamism of formal action in Anakalang, 
as it presents both a challenge to the ambitious and a resource for the 
weak. 

At the extremes lie rupture, domination, or dissolution. Historical 
memory combines with ritual drama to make violence or dishonor pos­
sible outcomes of negotiation, at least in the imagination. To be sure, 
warfare is no longer likely, and actual violence uncommon. But scenes of 
encounter evoke the possibilities and threats in a form of play that can 
tread close to actuality. Nothing happens mechanically. In Anakalang, as 
in Algeria (Bourdieu [1972] 1977: 10), scenes of encounter are always 
"arousing mock quarrels that are always on the verge of becoming real 
ones," their art consisting in being" 'carried along' by the game without 
being 'carried away' beyond the game, as happens when a mock fight 
gets the better of the fighters." But at times the mock fight does get the 
better of the fighters (Bateson ([1955] 1972), shattering the frame alto­
gether, a possibility that is important to the very meaning of the frame. 
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Hostile rupture is one sort of frame-breaking outcome. Another is the 
possibility of total domination. Exchange is haunted by the ambiguity 
between threat and solidarity, and can transform a relation of coopera­
tive alliance into one of domination. 

The notion of hazard poses two claims against functionalism. One is 
that the articulation of ritual with political economy is not in terms of 
goals: rites do not function under directives from economic interests 
any more than they are the sole creators of those interests. But political 
economy forms one critical condition of possibility for people's most 
authoritative actions and for their vulnerability to circumstance. More­
over, although those actions cannot be reduced to being reflections or 
mystifications of political economy, economy is directly implicated in 
the very meaningfulness of actions through the causal logic of indexi­
cality. Second, the smooth functioning of rites is not necessarily desir­
able. As a result, rites need to risk failure, the game must be capable 
of carrying away the players. The dramatization of risk provides a fun­
damental, but neither unique nor unchallengeable, component of the 
meaning of being rich, poor, affine, dependent, ancestor, or living de­
scendant. The structure of performance seems to induce participants 
to imagine a number of alternatives and risks, one effect of which is 
to portray social interaction as a fundamentally risk-laden undertaking 
and a great achievement (see Levi-Strauss [1949] 1969: 48). 

In the end, hazard is not only an actual condition of interaction, or 
only an idiom by which Anakalangese can interpret hierarchy and dom­
ination, although it can be both. Through imagining the hazards of for­
mal interaction, Anakalangese have a way of naming the apparent para­
doxes that supposedly permanent ancestral identities require constant 
work to sustain and that self-assertion (whether of ambitious individu­
als or of entire clans) puts one in dependence on others. The element of 
risk, actual and imagined, should remind us not only of the limits that 
mediation imposes on the legitimate exercise of power but also of the 
importance of the unintended consequences of action. The representa­
tion of challenges is in part an effort to master contingency by portray­
ing outcomes as accomplishments. But the same effort in practice ex­
poses players to actual risks, not all of which can be subsumed under an 
account of their intended goals or self-awareness. These risks provide 
some of the fracture lines-such as those between wealth and rank, sol­
idarity and domination, artistic performance and coercive force, com­
modity and ancestral valuable, textual tradition and verbal power­
that may emerge in different historical circumstances. The fracture lines 
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open up a series of alternatives, as some Anakalangese discover libera­
tion while others find marginality or oppression in the various forms of 
"modernity" increasingly on offer. If we are to understand the shape 
and effects of historical experience in places like Anakalang, we must 
seek out the existing lines of tension they expose. If Anakalang is any 
guide, the representation of power at once reflects and displaces the haz­
ards to which agency is prone. The hazards of representation, in turn, 
must be in question wherever we think we have found power on, and in, 
display. 

CHAPTER TWO 

Geography, History, 
and Sociality 

In 1987, I faced a delicate fieldwork situation, as a family with which I 
had good relations became embroiled in a rapidly escalating feud with 
their affines. Since there were times when I was the only participant 
who was on speaking terms with all parties, I began to feel a bit like 
the narrator of The Great Gatsby, privy to the secret griefs of wild, 
unknown men. Indeed, I was faced with the ultimate hermeneutic test, 
when people on each side would ask me to explain what the others 
could have meant by various moves. It is not false modesty to confess 
that my bewilderment exceeded theirs, since-my woefully inadequate 
cultural competence aside-I alone knew how little their respective ac­
counts agreed on even simple matters of chronology. As in many quar­
rels, each side's narrative alone presented a coherence that the two to­
gether lacked. 

Tensions were running high between Arna Koda and his wife's father, 
Ubu Elu, and the head of Ubu Elu's own principal yera (his wife's natal 
family), Ubu Tara. Nonetheless, they continued to fulfill their funda­
mental obligations to one another. Yera are owed respect by their ngaba 
wini (the groups into which their sisters and daughters have married). 
Ngaba wini are materially indebted to their yera, from whom their own 
wives and mothers have come, as the source of lifeblood that flows only 
through women. In structural terms, matters were quite clear: Arna Koda 
defers to Ubu Tara. In practice, matters are complicated by the cross­
cutting dimension of wealth. As it happens, Arna Koda was richer than 
Ubu Tara, so much so that one of Ubu Tara's sons was Arna Koda's 
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herdsman and thus virtually his dependent. One demand for deference 
was met by another, both exacerbated by the vigorous claims of all con­
cerned to bear noble rank. 

Ubu Tara knew he was dying (probably of witchcraft), and as the 
culminating effort in his assertions of status, he had carved a large stone 
tomb for himself. With expensive feasting and ritual, he had this tomb 
dragged from the quarry to his hilltop village. By convention, atop the 
stone were two bamboo poles from each of which hung a valuable tex­
tile known as the "banner," a gift from his own principal yera (see fig. 1). 
Ubu Tara's family had held a conference to make arrangements for the 
tomb dragging and accompanying exchanges. They had not invited Arna 
Koda, despite the fact-so Arna Koda claims-that they can't manage 
anything without his organizational ability and material support. He 
did attend, however, along with Ubu Elu, at the time of the dragging it­
self. But when they arrived in Ubu Tara's village, they were received no 
better than any other guest, with betel and then coffee, very politely­
"as if we were strangers, in fact, as if they were thinking, 'I hope they're 
not here to ask us for something.' When they walked by us, it was with 
heads held high, like deer." Arna Koda and Ubu Elu were so offended 
that they left right after eating. As they did so, one of Ubu Tara's sons 
leaped up onto the tombstone and took the two banners there (which 
had been removed from the bamboo poles and neatly folded up) and 
handed one each to Ubu Elu and to Arna Koda. Arriving back home, 
Arna Koda opened his and discovered that he had only half a textile. 
(Textiles are woven as a pair of symmetrical pieces that are then stitched 
together along the long side.) On asking around, it turned out that dur­
ing the tomb dragging, the banner had snagged on a tree branch, and 
someone had cut off the tangled half. Once folded in the village, this 
was no longer apparent. Now Ubu Elu threw Arna Koda's cloth to the 
floor and ordered a child to take it back to Ubu Tara's village with the 
message 'I'm not yet so poor that I need a bit of cloth to cover my loins!' 
The boy later returned with the message that Ubu Tara's sons would 
come the next day to make up for it. The story continued to unfold-at 
one point, it reached comical heights of absurdity as a boy was sent back 
and forth between two distant villages with a horse that neither party 
would accept from the other-until several months later an exchange of 
horses, pigs, and gold, mediated by ritual speakers, finally made peace 
between the two sides. 

The first thing I want to observe about this incident is the question of 
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Figure 1. Dragging the top piece of a tomb from quarry to village. Two cloths 
raised on bamboo poles serve as "banners" (near Sotu, June 1986). 

intentionality. When I suggested that Ubu Tara's son was certainly un­
aware that the cloth was ripped-to have given it knowingly would be 
both unmotivated and outrageous-Arna Koda rejected the suggestion 
out of hand. This was entirely characteristic on two grounds, first, the 
going assumption that there are no accidents and thus that the world is 
full of signs; and second, that others are so inscrutable and potentially 
hostile that plausibility-at least what I took to be plausibility-is not 
part of an argument. 

The next thing I want to observe is the role of vicissitudes to which 
material signs are prone. Arna Koda correctly placed great semiotic 
weight on the physical condition of the cloth, but that physical condi­
tion was subject to nonsemiotic happenstances. Note as well the rapid 
series of roles through which the piece of cloth moved: by turns, yera's 
conventional obligation to ngaba wini, figurative banner, physical en­
cumbrance tangled in a tree, token of regard meant to placate an irate 
guest, vehicle of insult, and, finally, metaphoric rag of poverty and re­
jected gift. In practical terms, this sequence of roles illuminates three 
things about objects as social media: that they are readily separated from 
the moment of the transaction, and with it, the words, gestures, and 
other critical aspects of context; that they are available for multiple 
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interpretations; and that, however semiotically we may treat them, they 
remain material objects and thus vulnerable to all that can happen to 
things. 

This would be so obvious as to go without saying were it not for a cu­
rious artifact of the polarization between symbolic and materialist ap­
proaches to society in the 1960s and 1970s, a tendency to reduce objects 
to being either economic and utilitarian goods or semiotic vehicles. In 
the following chapters I will suggest that both the value and the possi­
ble interpretations of objects are underdetermined. I am talking about 
underdetermination, not indeterminacy: objects are not open to any ar­
bitrarily imposed set of meanings. Rather I want to stress two things. 
First, meanings and values are not inherent in objects but are functions 
of practices of interpretation and exchange. This means they are neces­
sarily caught up in the uncertainties of social action. Second, the very 
materiality of objects means they are not fully arbitrary signs in any 
Saussurean sense. Their very materiality makes a difference both in the 
sources of their meanings and in their destinations, such that they are 
subject to shifting physical, economic, and semiotic contexts. This means 
that it matters how societies invest themselves in things-which in turn, 
I will argue below, requires an account of how they speak of and to 
themselves with words. 

The variety of ways in which Anakalangese can see status, power, 
wealth, and the meaning of relations to be, at least in principle, mutu­
ally implicated suggests that the social power of exchange cannot be 
located fully in labor, use, or market value, or in iconism or conven­
tional symbolism. To the extent that value, utility, and sign function are 
involved in practices and events, they are subject to the effects of eco­
nomics, politics, and even disease and drought. They do not in them­
selves provide us with a fixed place outside of and secure from the dy­
namics of social action; nor do they provide omnipotent human agents 
with fully malleable media. 

The power and value of exchange objects are to be sought at the in­
tersection of their everyday uses, their character as signs, and their po­
tential roles in a range of economic and performance contexts. Being 
underdetermined as media of value and meaning, they call for speech, 
interpretive practices, and political strategies. This means that objects, 
which can always take on what Grice (1957) calls "natural meaning" 
(signs based on causality, as a tear means the cloth was snagged in a 
tree), should be actively transformed into bearers of "non-natural mean­
ing" (intentional signs, as a torn cloth means an insult): it prompts 
Anakalangese to view the physical world as overflowing with evidence 
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of purposes. When Arna Koda received half a cloth, he privileged the 
semiotics of intentional meanings over the "natural" meanings of mate­
rial happenstance and assumed the worst. In sending back the cloth, he 
demanded further signs to restore the honor that others would never 
acknowledge had been lost. As the tensions escalated, cloth alone ceased 
to serve to bind these wounds, and the ante rose, until gold had to en­
ter the fray. When gold entered, it could travel only by way of full per­
formance and the poetic speech of intermediaries. Once violence threat­
ened, no one would dare rely on the capacity of things to speak for 
themselves. 

ORDER AND REPRESENTATION AS 
ETHNOGRAPHIC PROBLEMS 

The feud between Arna Koda and Ubu Tara is exemplary in several 
respects. For one thing, it encapsulates the physical and semiotic mobil­
ity and the density of objects and hints at the critical role played by 
speech in the effort to control them. The story thus introduces topics 
that I will explore in much of the rest of this book. In addition, the con­
flict introduces the tension and occasional threat of violence that per­
vade Anakalangese life. As this not unusual story makes evident, the 
tension enters even into the ritualized solidarity between close affines 
bound by that most intimate of alliances, matrilateral cross-cousin mar­
riage, the union between the children of a brother and sister. Yet this 
kind of marriage and affinal solidarity in general are celebrated by nor­
mative discourses in Anakalang as the ideal practical embodiment of 
the cosmological harmonies expressed in myth and ritual. This is evi­
dent in another story, equally characteristic of this part of Sumba, to 
which I want to juxtapose the feud of Arna Koda and Ubu Tara. 

Lois Onvlee's ([1949] 1977) description of the ritual exchanges for 
building an irrigation conduit in Mangili, east Sumba, is a classic in the 
tradition of Durkheim and Mauss, analyzing an elegant system of paired 
terms of verbal and visual metaphors that align exchange, gender, mar­
riage, cosmology, and agricultural production. In Mangili, two chan­
nels, one "male" and one "female," distribute a river's waters between 
two complexes of rice fields. The female channel requires two wooden 
conduits, which, following a recursive logic of oppositions, are in turn 
"female" and "male." When the female conduit has to be replaced, the 
group that owns the fields it serves must obtain the log from their wife 
givers. They do so by replicating the stages and exchanges of a mar­
riage, and the new log is introduced into the irrigation system as a bride. 
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These exchanges involve gendered gifts of female ear pendants and male 
ornamental chains that represent the rice fields and the irrigation chan­
nels that nourish them. At the same time, the conduit is also an occasion 
to renew bonds between affines, for "these groups are determined to 
come together" ([1949] 1977: 161). All metaphorical levels are woven 
together, for marriage and the irrigation system are both "but reflec­
tions and manifestations of the cosmic forces which make all life possi­
ble .... So is life served" ([1949] 1977: 160). 

Events like that described by Onvlee were probably not rare in east 
Sumba in the 1930s, and I witnessed very similar procedures in Ana­
kalang in the 1990s. Such pervasive metaphorical links among cosmo­
logical beliefs, ritual activities, and structural order have made East 
Nusa Tenggara a rich source for scholarship in the tradition of Durk­
heim and Mauss (e.g., Forth 1981; Fox 1980; Geirnaert-Martin 1992a; 
Lewis 1988; Needham 1980; Traube 1986; van Wouden [1935] 1968). 
This tradition forms an essential background to any understanding of 
the region. But although the cosmological analysis of ritual is necessary, 
the story of Arna Koda and Ubu Tara suggests that it is not sufficient. I 
have begun by juxtaposing feud and ritual to suggest that nothing social 
happens automatically. If normative expectations and ceremonial be­
havior do not simply manifest an existing, underlying harmony or just 
work to control potential disruptions, then the existence of public rep­
resentations cannot be taken for granted. Arna Koda's feud should sug­
gest that even building the Mangili conduits doubtlessly required efforts 
whose outcomes were not foreordained. 

It is, of course, not surprising to find that ritual and feud coexist, but 
anthropologists (at least) are often inclined to dwell on one at the ex­
pense of the other, situating the two at different levels of analysis: to 
see, for example, disorder as a contingent disruption, or attribute the 
appearance of order to political hegemony. But as I will argue over the 
next several chapters, the representation of order and the agonistic qual­
ity of social existence may not be joined only by happenstance. Indeed, 
the very media of order seem to to conjure up their own alternatives. In 
Sumba, present misfortunes are often attributed to ritual errors in the 
past. Thus each act in the present bears the potential for future misfor­
tune: however much they may celebrate formality, Anakalangese remain 
aware of the sanctions for missteps. When their ventures do not fully 
succeed, this is not simply a matter of extrinsic politics, or inadequate 
fulfillment of a cultural mandate: the perception of alternative outcomes, 
of risks taken, can itself be part of the meaning and powers of action. 
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This dimension of collective representations becomes all the more im­
portant when shared practices unite people, such as Christian and non­
Christian Sumbanese, whom historical circumstances have led to diver­
gent beliefs. 

In tandem with the problem of order is that of sociality. The picture 
of Mangili that Onvlee paints is one in which groups are driven by a de­
sire to form social bonds. But why, if the desire is so strong, should 
forming bonds require so much effort, have "demanded people's con­
stant attention" (Onvlee [1949] 1977: 151), and produced such meta­
phorical elaboration? In the formal scenes of encounter that I discuss 
in this book, affines such as Arna Koda and Ubu Tara face each other 
in highly public situations, and approach each other as if they were 
strangers who must traverse a vast social and semiotic distance before 
they can recognize one another. Their formality casts into relief a more 
general tone of caution that is common in Sumbanese views of sociality. 
Listening to other accounts of Sumba, we can hear rumors of similar 
suspicions and tensions. In east Sumba, for example, people see interac­
tion as "difficult, demanding, and full of pitfalls" (Forth 1988: 134). So 
too, in west Sumba, a simple social call is likely to provoke the thoughts 
"what opportunities, and what threats, does this scene of quiet hospi­
tality portend?" (Mitchell 1988: 64). 

More pointedly still, Anakalangese often use metaphors of warfare 
when they talk about marriage negotiations and compare words to 
blows given and received (see chapter 6, note 9). Yet people who enter 
into these negotiations usually know each other well, are bound by a 
thick weave of ties, and may be neighbors or frequent visitors, and their 
social and kinship identities are well-established: little should appear 
to be problematic. If scenes of encounter seek to overcome a social, per­
haps even an ontological, distance, it is often a distance that they have 
also constructed. Public actions in Anakalang are carried out as if peo­
ple continually had to make peace with one another, and in fact the out­
comes are not fully predictable. This is a familiar characteristic of for­
mal exchange, in which, as Mauss (f1925] 1990: 81-82) puts it, "men 
approached one another in a curious frame of mind, one of fear and 
exaggerated hostility," for in "segmented" societies, "it is always with 
strangers that one 'deals,' even if allied to them." 1 But Anakalangese 
exchange conjoins two aspects of material transactions, predicated on 
two opposed social conditions, for alongside high formality exists a con­
tradictory element of haggling. Formality presupposes social distance 
across which groups approach each other with wariness. In contrast, 
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Figure 2. Women dance the negu in the village plaza between stretches of ora­
tory by men (Lakoka, October 1986). 

bargaining presumes an underlying condition of political order, and ne­
gotiators therefore "feel free to risk the conflict inherent in barter with­
out invoking all the danger, magic, prestige and hierarchy that go with 
ceremonial exchange" (Hart 1986: 648). Conjoining the two, Anaka­
langese often depict themselves as forming relations with people who, 
even when long-standing intimates, are at least potentially, and within 
the frame of performance, strangers. This does not mean that exchange 
functions in order to suppress a prior Hobbesian state of warfare: rather, 
the very act of dramatizing peace seems constructed as if to summon 
such alternatives to mind. As strangers communicating across a figura­
tive distance, affines must tell each other who they are and what they are 
doing. The heightened display of their desire for union is both predi­
cated on and suggestive of the possibility of its absence, and places great 
weight on mediating representations. 

GEOGRAPHY AND HISTORY 

That in Anakalang social identities and relations, and even speech 
performances, are mediated by material things means that they are sub­
ject to the constraints and scarcity to which objects are prone. The pro­
duction and consumption of objects have consequences for their social 
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and semiotic possibilities and call for a brief introduction to their geo­
graphic and historical context. In the context of Southeast Asia, the two 
things most immediately striking about Sumba are its dryness and its 
low population density. The visitor arriving from Bali at the port or air­
field in Waingapu, East Sumba, is likely to be stunned by the vast empty 
landscape, the deeply eroded ravines, the sun-blasted grasses, the lone­
liness of the isolated hamlets in a landscape resembling parts of the 
American West. The island lies in the rainshadow of Australia and is 
one of the driest spots in the Indonesian archipelago. Especially forbid­
ding are the grasslands of the north coast and eastern half of the island, 
amid which are scattered gardens of maize, cassava, taro, and other tu­
bers. The limestone terrain soaks up unreliable rains and conceals un­
derground rivers that mysteriously surface in some spots only to disap­
pear again in others. To the west and south, the landscape grows lusher, 
settlements larger and closer together. The most favored regions are able 
to sustain wet rice crops, which, lacking riverine irrigation sources, are 
vulnerable to drought. The resulting economic marginality is matched 
by social isolation: Sumba, especially the interior, has been off the main 
historical trade routes that follow the chain of islands to its north and 
remains marginal to this day. Although in the late 1980s Sumba re­
ceived several airplane flights a week, most of the island remained out of 
reach of the national television network, radios were scarce, and news­
papers were not readily available (Corner 1989: 179). 

At Anakalang's geographic, economic, and social heart lies a flat val­
ley, about nine kilometers long, of rice fields and pastures, surrounded 
by rolling grass and forest-covered hills.2 Sparsely populated outlying re­
gions stretch to the southern coast, providing access to important forest 
and ocean resources (Witkamp 1912: 12-13). As a settlement frontier 
(Reid 1988: 25-26), they also provide an escape valve, for by reputation 
this is a zone of former slaves, horse thieves, and witches. Compared to 
the denser regions of Indonesia, Anakalang feels little population pres­
sure on the land, to which virtually no one lacks some access. 3 This has 
two important consequences for contemporary forms of power. First, 
until very recently there has been little out-migration (Corner 1989: 
190). This means the labor of young men and women remains available 
for local appropriation, and their marriage prospects are subject to ex­
change and the performance of ritual speech and thus to the powers 
those activities grant their elders. 

Second, because the principal means of subsistence remain in local 
hands, Anakalang has weak ties to the cash economy. Although cat­
tle and horses possess great potential monetary value, their role in 
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exchange imposes serious barriers on sale.4 There are few sources of 
wages, and most Anakalangese see the sale of labor as degrading.5 The 
other main source of cash is small-scale production of coconuts, coffee, 
betel and areca, candlenut, chickens, eggs, vegetables, and clay pots. 
For trade in most of these goods, people rely on a semiweekly market 
that has been operating in central Anakalang since the 1950s, supple­
mented by a small cluster of shops owned by Indonesians identified as 
"Chinese" or "Muslims" (Riekerk 1934: 94; Versluys 1941: 438). De­
spite the appeal of the market as a place of gossip and novelty, Ana­
kalangese tend to view trade with great ambivalence. In contrast to the 
dramatic encounters of ritual and exchange, the market is the realm of 
mundane necessity and calendrical regularity.6 Above all, many men 
and women hold in aristocratic disdain the open display of self-interest 
inherent in buying and selling. 

Given the obvious power exerted by colonial regimes, postcolonial 
states, spreading mass media, and the ongoing percolation of world mar­
kets, it has become common to describe "local" exercises of power in 
places like Anakalang as forms of resistance to external forces. To dwell 
exclusively on resistance, however, can become reductivistic: the state is 
only one of the things Anakalangese are likely to have on their minds. 
In particular, my concern with the conceptual and practical grounds 
of representation leads me to pay particular attention to the sources of 
powers and authority to which Anakalangese lay claim when they face 
one another. I will discuss their historical circumstances here primarily 
in reference to the current stakes in scenes of encounter. What makes 
the representational practices I observed in the 1980s and 1990s viable 
is not a state of isolation but a reconfiguration of the terms of power 
within which discourse and transactions operate. The powers of repre­
sentation take their meaning in part by contrast to other powers, such 
as administration, finance, and violence, that remain prerogatives of the 
state. Nonetheless, representational practices are not simply empty sym­
bols or survivals of a more authentic or self-contained past, remnants 
left after the real thing has been removed. They possess an enormous 
ability to mediate authority, power, and social identity within the spheres 
of action most available to Anakalangese. 

Geographic and economic factors permit the relative self-sufficiency 
that shields many Anakalangese from the more direct effects of their 
articulation with a larger economic system. The political economy of 
cattle ownership, which I will describe below, also encourages cultural 
conservatism, especially but not exclusively, among the wealthiest Ana­
kalangese. In much of Indonesia, the state is an overwhelming presence, 
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but from local perspectives in Anakalang, it appears most prominently 
in the form of partially enforceable directives, less effective exhorta­
tions, and a trickle of development funds that flow as patronage through 
the hands of local officials. This allows many people to experience the 
state either as a distant, potentially benign patron or as a distinct lan­
guage and discursive style (Indonesian and certain kinds of bureaucratic 
speech associated with it; see Keane in press). In addition, the heavily 
centralized structure of government contributes to the perceived auton-
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omy of local politics. A cornerstone of the New Order regime has been 
the concept of the floating mass, according to which rural districts are 
to be kept away from the distractions and disruptions of politics in or­
der to devote themselves to production (Hefner 1990: 243). Because 
local government serves primarily to transmit directives from the top 
down, it can seem to be more a sinecure than a field for independent ac­
tion. Anakalangese eager to exert power are likely to direct their efforts 
into the local politics of exchange. 

Because of its poor natural resources and distance from main trade 
routes, Sumba has undergone relatively little economic exploitation by 
outsiders in either colonial or postcolonial periods. As a result, to this 
day few Anakalangese have been forced to rely on the market as either 
producers or consumers, and therefore few are heavily dependent on 
government-supplied infrastructure and middlemen. Before this cen­
tury, Sumba's main resources (primarily horses, a dwindling supply of 
sandalwood, and slaves) attracted only sporadic, if occasionally violent, 
intervention from the outside.7 Until the Dutch suppressed the local in­
terisland slave trade at the turn of the twentieth century, the northern 
coasts were especially vulnerable to periodic raids from neighboring 
islands. Seafaring Muslims from neighboring islands supplied markets 
in Bali, Java, and points beyond with slaves from Sumba (Needham 
1983), and present-day Anakalangese remember hearing of the climate 
of fear during the dry season. The combination of slave trading and cat­
tle raiding kept the fires of local warfare continually stoked. 

Until the beginning of this century, the interior of Sumba was re­
puted to be a place of continual warfare, leading one early report to 
claim that "there is no other rule on Sumba than the rule of the strong­
est" (Roos 1872: 9). In addition to suffering slave raids by outsiders, 
precolonial Anakalangese themselves raided and took heads. Raids were 
spontaneous forays bent on taking cattle or gold or wreaking vengeance 
and seem to have involved more bluster than bloodshed. In contrast, 
headhunting, although also a form of revenge, operated within a ritual 
frame that was opened with formal oratory and concluded when the 
head was hung on an altar in the center of the village, a ritual incorpo­
ration similar to harvest rites (Kruyt 1922: 563-555; Wielenga 1923: 
308-309; for Anakalang, see Keane 1990: 104-112). Because of the 
possibility of violence, early Dutch attempting to explore west Sumba 
failed to make it to Anakalang (Roos 1872: 92) and a generation later 
east Sumbanese guides were still afraid to enter (Witkamp 1912: 756; 
see also Wielenga 1911: 166 ff.). Direct Dutch intervention in Sumba 
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came only in their final push to consolidate their colonial holdings to 
the margins of the archipelago. The first posts in interior west Sumba 
were established in 1908 (Groeneveld 1931: 10), although periodic flare­
ups kept west Sumba under military rule until 1933 (Riekerk 1934: 51, 
67-69; Waitz 1933: 9). Under the policy of indirect rule, around 1913 
the Dutch began to set up a system of local rulers, known by present-day 
Sumbanese as "kings" (lndo. raja). In west Sumba, however, these rul­
ers had almost no legitimacy (Groeneveld 1931: 13-14) and were lit­
tle respected by the Dutch, at least at first (Lanze 1919: 55, Wielenga 
1912: 149-150). 

In Anakalang, the energetic and charismatic Umbu Sappy Pateduk 
(in office 1927-1953) took full advantage of his opportunities as raja. 
By means of numerous strategic marriages he built up a powerful set 
of affines. These affines provided him with enormous resources for ex­
change, which allowed him to dominate others who came to him for 
support in their own rituals and exchanges. Other people he subordi­
nated through direct patronage and threats, until, it is said, he was able 
to demand a cut of every important marriage exchange in Anakalang. 
He also seems to have tried to endow his own position with ancestral 
aura by reinvigorating Anakalang's great biannual ritual, Descent to 
the Ratu Valley (see Keane 1990). This last move, however, an apparent 
usurpation of ritual authority by an ambiguously powerful government 
office, drew objections from Dutch observers (Riekerk (1941] n.d.: 6) 
and remained controversial after the last ritual was held in the early 
1980s. For all their wealth and ties to governmental power, however, 
the members of Umbu Sappy's family never succeeded in establishing 
a political or ritual hegemony in Anakalang. Other Anakalangese are 
inclined to scoff at the pretentions of Umbu Sappy's "clan" (kabisu} to 
ancestral preeminence, insisting that kabisu are fundamentally auton­
omous, their dealings with one another being, in principle, encounters 
between equals. 

Umbu Sappy was able to concretize his reputation in the form of a 
huge stone slab that remains the largest tomb on the island, forthrightly 
named "Most Macho" (Raisi Moni; see fig. 3). Unlike some other 
powerful men of that day, he was also able to perpetuate his standing 
into subsequent generations. He had several children educated in Dutch 
schools and passed on his office to a son. As the postcolonial state be­
gan its slow reorganization, the new position of regent (bupati) of West 
Sumba, an office directly under that of provincial governor in the state 
hierarchy, fell to this same son. In the 1980s and early 1990s, after sev-
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era! intervening officeholders, the post passed on to Umbu Sappy's grand­
son, whom family wealth had been able to send through the university 
system. This current regent, along with several other members of the 
family, is part of a small elite that has succeeded in the national sphere. 
A significant portion of this elite can trace its fortunes back to the 
Dutch education provided to promising children of nobility, and most 
are self-consciously modern. Some, especially those most actively in­
volved with the church or least able to make frequent visits to the is­
land, retain only slender attachments to Anakalang. Many, however, 
find it worthwhile to assure their continued presence in their villages 
of origin by building houses and tombs and sponsoring exchanges and 
feasts. Their involvement is not only a testimony to the continued moral 
demands of exchange, it also has a practical consequence. Forced to lis­
ten to their supporters and their exchange partners, they are reminded 
that there remain some limits to the financial and personal indepen­
dence promised by modernity. 

In comparison to many parts of the Dutch East Indies, Sumba seems 
to have felt the colonial period relatively lightly. The single generation of 
Dutch rule generated little violence, involved only a handful of person­
nel, and imposed few demands aside from a limited amount of corvee 
labor on the transisland road and a head tax (Versluys 1941). The two 
most powerful consequences of the Dutch presence were the removal of 
violence from local hands (and those of slave raiders) and the introduc­
tion of Christianity. Warfare was important in male self-image, and the 
threat of abduction and even raiding seems to have lurked behind some 
marriage negotiations. Headhunting ventures provided young men with 
a productive role in ritual practices otherwise dominated by elders and 
gave the latter in turn a way to appropriate the powerful but potentially 
disruptive energies of youth. In the 1990s, actual violence was rare, but 
threats were not. The way in which violence lives on in local imagina­
tion is suggestive. Young men are expected to be tough, hard to control, 
and prone to testing their mettle with the occasional horse theft: one 
might still hear words like those of an exasperated Dutch administrator, 
"The Sumbanese, you know, would be no Sumbanese had he not stolen 
some cattle at least once in his life .... The Sumbanese regards cattle 
theft as a sort of sport" (Waitz 1933: 54; see also Ve! 1994: 65). But 
now the state holds a near-monopoly on violence and is seen by most 
Anakalangese as heir to the peace-keeping role once assigned to the 
Dutch. 

At present, Anakalangese tend to distinguish between state and local 
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Figure 3. Raja Umbu Sappy Pateduk (seated at center, with dark jacket) and 
ratus, atop his tomb Most Macho (Raisi Moni) in Kal;ioduku, 1949. Umbu 
Sappy wears two gold mamuli pinned to his jacket and a round "sun" on h!s 
head. Ratu Ubu Marabi, the dancer in a dark jacket, wears a maraga on his 
chest. (Photograph A. Buhler. Courtesy of the Museum ftir Volkerkunde, Basel) 

powers less as illegitimate or legitimate than by contrasting features: 
force of arms and technocratic rationality versus efficacious speech and 
the moral authority of ancestral procedures. This reflects a familiar way 
in which societies have responded to colonial and postcolonial distribu­
tions of power, by distinguishing between external power and internal 
spiritual authority (see, e.g., Chatterjee 1993: 6). In Southeast Asia and 
the Pacific, such distinctions often seem to build on local "diarchic" tra­
ditions that divide authority between two kinds of ritual or political of­
fice. Diarchies institutionalize contrasts between, for example, coercive 
or instrumental force and passive but morally superior authority, out­
side and inside, junior and senior, mobile and immobile (Bowen 1991; 
Fox 1977; Heine-Geldern 1956; Sahlins 1985; Schulte Nordholt [1966] 
1971; Shore 1982; Traube 1986; classic discussions of European analo­
gies are Bloch 1961 and Kantorowicz 1957).8 In contemporary Anaka­
lang, however, complementary offices are less evident than the intrinsic 
tensions between the authority and the hazards of ritualized action. 

The second major effect of colonialism, Christianity, bore a more 
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slowly burning but longer fuse. 9 The first missionary to Anakalang, 
from an orthodox sect of the Calvinist church (Gereformeerde Kerken), 
set up shop in 1933. After ten years, however, he could boast of only 
180 converts out of a population of 22,000 (Luijendijk 1946). The pace 
of conversion only picked up after the failed coup of 1965, when, de­
spite Sumba's distance from the violence that swept more politicized 
parts of Indonesia, people saw religious affiliation as protection against 
possible association with atheistic communism (Webb 1986). Still, Chris­
tianity only began to approach majority status in Anakalang at the end 
of the 1980s. By then, large numbers of children were receiving religious 
education in school, groups of young adults began aggressive conver­
sion campaigns, and the tacit agreement that Catholics and Protestants 
not compete over turf began to crumble. A state made nervous by Is­
lamic activism elsewhere began trying more actively to suppress pagan­
ism and to pressure civil servants into acquiring one of the five officially 
sanctioned religions. In a world disciplined by bureaucratic categories, 
all possibilities should be accounted for: as ratu Sulung tells it, the regent 
faced him, held up his hand, fingers spread wide, and, pointing to the 
space between two of them, said, "There are five religions-but where 
are you? You're nowhere, you're lost down here in between somewhere." 
Nonetheless, in the late 1980s, the regency government of West Sumba, 
contravening state policy, still accepted "marapu" (ancestral ritualist) 
as a religious identification on identity cards, and in 1993 at least one 
local official in Anakalang was an active ritual specialist. 

Given the complexity of the processes and consequences of religious 
conversion (discussed in Keane 1995b, 1996), I can only note here their 
most direct consequences for the analysis of "scenes of encounter." Not 
surprisingly, ancestral rituals are decreasing as the number of practi­
tioners dwindles. In the process, participants' (various) understandings 
of the nature of ritual action, such as the dominant views on how lan­
guage works, seem to be changing (Keane 1995a). Presumably fewer 
Anakalangese now take into consideration the possible presence of the 
invisible listeners during the performance of ritual speech. Fewer as 
well are likely to view the chief power of ritual speech to be its effects on 
the world (although both perspectives were still quite common in the 
1980s). This in itself is one argument for focusing on the practices of 
ritual rather than only on beliefs that practitioners might hold. In the 
previous chapter I mentioned the doubts that have been raised about 
efforts to explain cultural practices in terms of a fully shared set of 
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beliefs. Whatever the situation in the past, it has been several genera­
tions since it could be assumed that even all adult male Anakalangese 
held the same explicit beliefs. Ritual practices, however, especially for­
mal exchange, still bear a great deal of authority even for members of 
different religions and in different relationships to the market economy, 
something it is the aim of the succeeding chapters to explore. 

For most people, Christianity is associated with the Dutch and, as a 
legally recognized religion, the present Indonesian state. Anakalangese 
memories of the Dutch are softened by comparison with both the cur­
rent, more interventionist, New Order regime and the brutality of the 
brief Japanese occupation (1942-1945) that effectively ended colonial 
rule. During the occupation, cattle were seized, respectable people were 
humiliated, and labor was aggressively extracted. This is emblematized 
in the sharp memory of total deculturation: cloth disappeared and peo­
ple went back to wearing barkcloth. After 1945, the Sumbanese found 
themselves by turns under nominal Dutch rule again, then within the 
Dutch-supported State of Eastern Indonesia (NIT), and finally as part 
of the Republic of Indonesia (Doko 1981). Of the struggles by which 
Indonesians gained independence, strengthened their sense of collective 
achievement, and in some places toppled older ruling orders through so­
cial revolutions (Reid 1974), only rumors reached Anakalang. Although 
I heard many vivid stories about the Japanese, when I asked people 
about the period of independence they could find little to recall.

10 
With 

the central government distracted, distant, and poor, Sumba was largely 
left on its own until the 1960s, and the system of kingships was only 
abolished in 1962, long after similar vestiges had been eliminated else­
where. By the 1970s, a strong oil-based economy allowed the state to 

push its development policies more aggressively. In Anakalang, how­
ever, these are evident largely in the remains of failed, or partly success­
ful, projects: a somnolent cooperative, abandoned plantations, and a 
couple of settlements meant to draw people down from the hilltop vil­
lages to the roadside. More effective was the national school-building 
program begun in 1973 (Warren 1992: 214-215), which in Sumba put 
elementary schools within walking distance of much of the scattered 
population. By the 1990s, efforts were under way to draw Sumba fur­
ther into the national information network by gradually extending tele­
vision transmission and electrical power into rural districts. 

Besides the schools, the state is felt most directly through its ongo­
ing-and not entirely successful-efforts to rationalize and make use of 
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local government. For Anakalangese, these efforts began to feel espe­
cially interventionist after the village law reform of 1979. The reform 
was meant to bring the divergent systems across the country into uni­
formity: the province divided by turns into kabupaten (Sumba consist­
ing of two), kecamatan, and desa (administrative "villages"). This chal­
lenged Anakalang's last vestiges of the colonial system of indirect rule by 
subjecting long-term officeholders to election every eight years. Desa 
heads are in the often delicate position of representing the state to the 
village, while the state works to transfer power away from them to 
the kecamatan, whose officials are felt to be less tied to tradition and 
more beholden to central authorities (Warren 1992: 257). Having little 
to gain from the government, when desa heads are faced with conflicts 
between obligations as officeholders and as kabisu leaders, they are 
likely to fulfill the latter. Among other things, to keep strong relations 
with their neighbors requires effort, and aggressive implementation of 
development policies is not necessarily the most successful way to re­
~ain their authority (see Keeler 1987). It is therefore not surprising that, 
m most cases, desa heads remain men whose authority draws on their 
kinship ties, wealth, ritual knowledge, and skills in exchange. People 
often counter their frequent efforts to conflate these sources of author­
ity with their status as government officials by trying to distinguish be­
tween what properly lies "in the duty of custom and in the duty of gov­
ernment" (ta diha adat yeka ta diha pareta), in which the purpose of 
the disinction is to protect what autonomy they can claim for the former 
against the demands of the latter. 11 In debating the proper role of the 
government in local affairs, Anakalangese are often able to take advan­
tage of its own rhetoric. Since the 1980s, desa officials and civil ser­
vants have been required to attend courses in the state ideology, Pan­
casila. This five-point doctrine has been kept intentionally vague, and 
many Anakalangese have become adept at using it to back up their own 
arguments against specific government initiatives. For example, one desa 
head defends his refusal to convert to Christianity on the grounds that 
Pancasila protects him against religious coercion. The story is not, how­
ever, simply one of local resistance against oppressive forces from out­
side. When people find themselves at a disadvantage in local terms, they 
may try to make use of the alternative social identities and legal proce­
dures introduced by the state (Vel 1992). In general, however, subsis­
tence farmers provide the state with relatively little direct leverage.12 This 
limited hand allows Anakalangese, relative to many other Indonesians, 
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a fair amount of leeway to act in the ancestral name of social groups 
that the state challenges, the modernists decry, and the church suspects. 

KAJ;nsu AND BLOOD FELLOWS 

When people in Anakalang talk about serious, authoritative action, 
the actors of whom they speak are more likely to bear the names of set­
tlements, ancestral villages, houses, kal)isu, ancestors, or ritual offices 
than those of living individual men and women. This way of speaking 
reflects an understanding of the nature of agency. In Anakalang, to act 
legitimately is to act like, on behalf of, or in the name of ancestors. An­
cestral identities are fundamentally collective and extend beyond the 
limits of the present time. Ancestors and kai)isu are mutually defining. 
Through the kal)isu and its constituent houses, a person is identified 
with original ancestral couples, certain fixed places on the landscape, 
expectations of and ritual obligations to ancestors and places, and prop­
erty rights.13 The kal)isu and house also define the line of transmission 
of the offices of ratu (priests or ritual specialists). Although the kal)isu 
can be described in terms of patrilineal descent, in practice it is the ritu­
als (which address ancestors not as males but as husband-wife pairs) 
and the property that give it an identity. A child's kal)isu affiliation de­
pends on the completion of the parents' marriage exchange. Although 
the ideal is for continuity from fathers to sons, as is characteristic of 
"house societies" (Boon 1990; Levi-Strauss [1975, 1979] 1982), the ac­
tual composition of Anakalangese kal)isu is subject to ongoing processes 
of affiliation and loss. At the heart of these processes are the scenes of 
encounter discussed below. 

Kal)isu identity is embodied in the most prominent human artifacts 
on the landscape, cultivated lands and the hilltop villages that tower 
over them. Despite the apparent concreteness of the objective signs of 
the kal)isu, the actual social entity requires constant effort to sustain. Its 
visibility represents achievements won over vicissitude. Historical nar­
ratives frequently refer to branches of or entire kal)isu that have disap­
peared, broken into fragments, or been absorbed into or even slaugh­
tered by other kai)isu, evident in numerous village sites where only 
overgrown tombs now remain. In addition, the existence of scattered 
marginal settlements of people whose kal)isu affiliations are inactive or 
forgotten demonstrates that kal)isu identity is neither a given nor an in­
eluctable necessity for economic survival. 
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Figure 4. A small Anakalangese hilltop village, showing the dancing plaza 
fringed with modest tombs. In the background are pastures and nee fields, in 
the dry season (Sotu, June 1986). 

Each kal)isu is, in principle, based in a "great village" (paraingu qa­

ku/) that is supposed to have been founded by the earliest ancestors. A 
great village contains the house sites (yi/i uma) that belong to the named 
segments of the ka9isu, groups known as "houses" (uma). House sites 
are conceptual place markers, supposed to persist regardless of the pres­
ence or absence of physical structures. When standing, the house serves 
as dwelling, shelter for pigs and horses, meeting hall, storeroom for an­
cestral valuables, and site for house and ka9isu ritual. 14 At the center of 
the village lie large stone tombs and at least one plaza (talora), used for 
ritual dances, great exchanges, and feasts (see fig. 4). The accumulated 
number of tombs testifies to the age of the village, and thus to the ca­
pacity of the kal)isu to maintain itself in place. Their size indicates the 
wealth and power of the exchange relations by which particular people 
were able to command the labor to drag them from distant quarries.1s 

Lesser settlements and garden hamlets descend from, or are "branches" 
(kajanga) of, these great villages. The branching relations among vil­
lages are conceptualized in terms of descent, younger brothers and dis­
possessed or adventurous sons who hived off from their villages of ori­
gin. As people contemplate the relations among settlements, they perceive 
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direct links between age and status and, ideally, degree of ritual com­
pleteness. The altars, ancestral valuables, and house sites of great vil­
lages embody their claims to represent the totality of the kabisu, which 
is manifest in practice during the largest rituals, for which members of 
even the most distant garden hamlets should return to the great village. 
Lower status is reflected in ritual dependence, historical recentness, and 
impermanence-for until tombs have accumulated, the hamlet is con­
sidered to be ephemeral. Great villages, situated at the tops of hills, dis­
play a relative distance from ordinary work that echoes their identifi­
cation with ritual activities and other public representations of kabisu 
identity. Hamlets, in contrast, are associated with ordinary labor and 
social or geographic marginality, being situated either in the midst of 
fields or on settlement frontiers. In narratives of the ancestral trek, the 
ancestors are often said to have left behind a pair of dependents, hus­
band and wife, in each garden settlement along the way. Today, to call 
someone a "garden person" (tau ta oma) is to accuse them of social 
nullity. By summoning scattered descendants back together, periodic rit­
uals, funerals, and important exchanges momentarily rewind the threads 
of descent by which they have been disseminated across the landscape 
and reassert their links to the status of founding ancestors. 16 The vary­
ing degrees to which villages have achieved completeness are the out­
comes of ongoing processes of schism, on the one hand, and accumula­
tion, on the other. Ambitious leaders in branch villages concretize their 
exchange careers in material signs of their influence, on which subse­
quent generations may seek to base their assertions of ritual status and 
rank. The competing claims of declining ritual centers can be chal­
lenged by holders of material "proofs" to the contrary, which they may 
obtain either through pillage or usurpation, or simply by taking on re­
sponsibilities (such as guarding ancestral valuables) of which the great 
village is no longer capable. The media of representation in Anakalang 
have the effect of partially subjecting political agents to the vicissitudes 
of material objects. 

Cutting across kabisu identity are relations of shared bodily substance 
with one's "birth fellows" (oli tfaf/,i). Anakalangese generally accept as 
relatives by "blood" (re) only persons who are linked through women, 
through unnamed matrilines known as "blossoms" (wala).17 People say 
it is blood that joins them to others in inherent relations of empathy. 
Blood-based identity is situated in bodies, local memories, and emo­
tions and lacks public, objectified forms. In contrast to bonds of ka­
bisu membership, which require ritual maintenance and can produce 
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intense factional rivalries, and those of affines, which demand ongoing 
exchanges, unmediated relations of blood are created by nothing more 
than physical procreation. In conversations, people use the expression 
"birth fellow" to imply pure solidarity-sometimes as a rhetorical move 
when seeking assistance on otherwise shaky grounds. Relations of blood 
provide an alternative to the danger of pure otherness, on the one hand, 
and the burdens imposed by more formal relations, on the other. By 
tracing the links through females, people discover they have birth fel­
lows in socially distant villages, a series of "places of origin" (pinya 

pawali). The passage of one's blood maps a series of points across the 
landscape, chains of villages, the sources of mothers and destinations of 
daughters. In referring to these stopping places in the journey of ances­
tral women, men and women rhetorically deemphasize the obligations 
of affiliation in favor of the claims of descent, speaking of themselv~s 
not as deferential and debt-bearing affines but as grandchildren who are 
to be protected. People's ability to swivel between these two rhetorical 
possibilities reflects the inherent tension that lies between affines, who 
are both others and extensions of oneself. 

THE VALUE AND CHALLENGE OF AFFINES 

Uniting bodily substance and ritual identity, marriages create groups 
far larger than the individuals concerned, for the entire kal;isu depends 
on sources of blood and is deeply concerned in turn with the destiny of 
its own descendants. 18 Since matrilines are not readily objectified, each 
kabisu treats its daughters as its own, and their blood as a resource that 
can potentially be recaptured by retaining their husbands. As in many 
systems of alliance the option of taking in husbands who are unable to 
complete their marriage payments is an important power resource for 
ambitious groups (Ortner 1981). The autonomy of kabisu identity and 
the mutual dependence among kabisu exist in a tension that comes to 
its fullest form in the negotiations between affines. Although normative 
claims emphasize the deep respect and sense of obligation between af­
fines, this respect is crosscut by several sorts of ambivalence, including 
the potential desire of yera (the wife's people) either to absorb or to re­
ject their ngaba wini (the husband's people), or of ngaba wini to aban­
don their yera in favor of more powerful affines. The rhetoric of alli­
ance also displays ambivalence, as the two sides play off their solidarity 
against the otherness across which they face each other; united as part­
ners, divided as negotiating parties. Sustained affinal relations depend 
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on recurrent public acts of mutual recognition constructed in scenes of 
encounter (and, encompassed within these, scenes of hospitality). 

Marriage in Anakalang is emphatically asymmetric. 19 One of the 
strongest existing prohibitions is on reversing the direction of marriages 
between two houses or kabisu.20 People say that would be like trying to 
make the blood flow back upstream. Rather, women and their children 
move irreversibly, like "fish released into the lake, horses set loose in 
the pasture." When brides are taken off in marriage, their mothers and 
sisters weep at the loss: men and women experience marriage as the pas­
sage of women outward from their original homes. Conversely, since 
affines must be able to rely on one another, at least some man in each 
generation should add to the strength of the existing alliance by marry­
ing a woman from a kabisu classed as yera to his own. Such marriages 
can be spoken of as uniting a woman's "father's sister's child" (lalef?a 
ama) and a man's "mother's brother's child" (ana loka). By repeating 
the father's marriage, the son returns to the source and renews the al­
liance with his mother's people. For the mother's people, such renewals 
are a powerful means of binding others to themselves and their proj­
ects. By staying with tried and true affines, each side also comes as close 
as permissible to endogamy (Boon 1977: 139). The male's perspective 
was put in very succinct terms by a conversation I overheard in 1993: 
Arna Rita was talking to his sister's eight-year-old son: 'When you are 
old enough to get married, come to me for a wife. After all, when you 
dig a well, you put it close to the house, don't you? You don't go to the 
other side of the hill to fetch water, do you?' Women, in turn, often say 
they favor asymmetric alliance because it provides them with compan­
ions and protectors in their husbands' villages, the sisters and fathers' 
sisters who have traveled there before them. One practical consequence 
of asymmetric alliance is that each group finds itself pivoting between 
affines as it draws on its ngaba wini for the goods demanded by its yera, 

and vice versa. 
The exchanges that accompany asymmetric alliance in societies like 

those of Sumba, Timor, Maluku, highland Sumatra, and northern Burma 
have been described as a traffic in women by men (Levi-Strauss [1949] 
1969; see discussion in Butler 1990: 38-43 and Rubin 1975). But viewed 
from Anakalang, the notion of "traffic" should be qualified. First, some 
marriages result in the movement of the husband, not the wife. Second, 
marriage is only one element of (albeit a logical precondition for) a 
much wider set of transactions and ritual obligations lasting several gen­
erations. Third, neither bride nor groom is (at least normatively) sup-
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posed to have much agency in the matter, both being relatively pas­
sive objects of collective actions. Since mothers do speak up and have 
some control over the disposal of certain valuables, it is more accurate 
to say that senior men (and women) collaborate in a traffic in junior 
women (and men). Men have a greater say in the decisions, to be sure, 
and carry out the speech performances and the transactions. But part of 
the argument of this book is that the agencies at work in these events are 
not directly identifiable with the individuals who enter into them. As 
constructed in representational practices, the gender of these agents is 
not straightforward. 

According to Marilyn Strathern, the critical structural difference be­
tween men and women in Mount Hagen (Papua New Guinea) is that, as 
wives, women "cannot unambiguously participate in the political con­
frontation of clans, for they represent the interpersonal links between 
them" (1972: 154). Anakalangese women likewise find themselves be­
tween; one woman told me that what most worried her when listening 
to her own marriage negotiations was that her father's pride would lead 
him to make demands that would impoverish her husband, for which 
she would then be blamed by other members of her husband's family. 
The role of Anakalangese men as transactors and speakers can be seen 
as a function of their position in interaction: located relatively unam­
biguously within a distinct single social identity, they face men whose 
identities are defined, at least within the parameters of the particular 
event, as other. In claiming a privileged relation to speech, men are at 
once distancing themselves from low forms of work and laying claim to 
agency that extends beyond their immediate surroundings and an iden­
tity grounded in the ancestral past. They speak and act on behalf of col­
lectivities (kabisu, houses, the living and the dead). In doing so, how­
ever, they are no longer acting as male individuals but as figures of 
authority called "mother-father" (ina-ama; see chapter 6). So too, since 
ritual representations often stress gender complementarity, some male 
ratus take on "female" roles such as cooking or dancing as women 
(Keane 1990). But the "maleness" of the ratu's social and biological 
identity exists at a distinct logical and practical plane from the highly 
schematized and selective aspects of "femaleness" that he performs in 
ritual. As Strathern remarks (1981: 676) "the value put on womanness 
is not necessarily to be equated with the value put on women." The work 
of representation remains largely the work of men, but its outcome en­
tails a certain abstraction from sex and mortal bodies.21 The groups 
in whose name men act encompass the productive activities of pairs 



54 Geography, History, and Sociality 

of husbands and wives. These groups do not so much possess genders 
themselves (kal_,isu, for instance, are identified with ancestral named cou­
ples, not single males) so much as wield representations of gender. These 
shift according to context, refracting and selecting among more mun­
dane differences in work, bodies, and daily sociality. 

Marriage should provide a woman or man with not just a spouse 
and children but with affines as well. It is above all affines who make a 
thriving economic and social existence possible, and much of the qual­
ity of a household's political life, even of domestic relations between 
husband and wife, depends on the generosity or stinginess, ease or stub­
bornness, of affines. By convention, yera are the source of life for their 
ngaba wini and thus should command great deference, reinforced in ma­
terial terms by the debts fostered and renewed in recurrent exchange. In 
return, yera should foster and protect their affines.22 Along with this 
protection goes the threat that it will be withheld: a yera's curse may 
cause the woman to be infertile or her children to be sickly. Expecta­
tions that yera will be protective are much greater in the case of old 
marriage alliances, in which the allies have in a sense proven that they 
are worthy of one another and reliable. An old alliance, a "smooth path, 
worn down trail" represents for ngaba wini a well-known and tested 
source of life; for yera, a guaranteed resource on which to call for ex­
change valuables and a secure haven for their blood descendants. To 
open a new alliance, "pile up soil for a dyke, clear a new garden," is dif­
ficult and risky, although, like a new garden, it may ultimately prove 

fruitful. 
Two factors introduce structural tensions into the normative har-

mony between affines. First, the definition of cross-cousins is broad 
enough, the histories of former alliances complex enough, that even if 
several brothers all marry "mother's brother's children," their wives 
may each come from a different group. As a result, the brothers, who 
should be cooperating for all exchanges with each other's affines, may 
find themselves torn by conflicting loyalties and demands. Their collec­
tive identity may be fractured by individual marriages. Second, not all 
marriages renew alliances, and some marriages do not even result in the 
transfer of a bride: the husband may enter his wife's family instead. 
Such differences make it possible for Anakalangese to evaluate mar­
riages relative to one another. As Susan McKinnon (1991) has argued 
for Tanimbar, in Maluku, the superior value of proper marriages is not 
simply a way of speaking about norms, from which reality occasion-
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ally, but irrelevantly, deviates. The discursive construction of good mar­
riages is reflected in practical terms: whereas a novel marriage is an id­
iosyncratic relationship between individuals, a marriage that follows an 
existing pathway (Iara) is by definition part of something larger than 
itself. The latter contributes to the permanence of an alliance between 
groups, something that takes concrete form in the wider causal effects of 
the exchanges it sets into motion. Its value is therefore part of a broader 
understanding of agency and identity and is measured against the alter­
natives, the plethora of less highly valued, conceptually short-term mar­
riages. The value of matrilateral cross-cousin marriages reflects their 
role in sequences of authoritative interactions that appear to transcend 
the spatial and temporal dimensions of the present circumstances and 
persons. They take their meaning, in part, against the background of 
humbler outcomes and the possible futures they evoke. 

As the story of Arna Koda and Ubu Tara shows, normative claims do 
not tell the whole story. Here we see affines who are supposed to owe 
one another respect and protection responding to one another with 
mistrust and rivalry. Far from being idiosyncratic, the tensions between 
the two groups illustrate a pervasive quality of contemporary Anaka­
langese life. Like most relations mediated by exchange, those with af­
fines contain a deep ambivalence between identity and difference, soli­
darity and aggression. To give a valuable to an affine both affirms the 
existence of a relationship and challenges the affine to respond. How­
ever much affines may seek to treat one another as collective extensions 
of themselves, they also resist being treated this way. However much 
they identify with one another, they must remain ambiguously foreign 
to one another. Economic and even demographic vicissitudes contribute 
to the political limits to their mutual trust, limits that make each mar­
riage, at least potentially, a "venture" outward, fraught with risks (Levi­
Strauss (1949) 1969: 48). 

The kal_,isu's collective interest in repeating alliances along with the 
normative deference owed by ngaba wini to yera are challenged by the 
status rivalries, the value of autonomy, and changes in economic stand­
ing. Possession of wealth is a practical necessity for the operations that 
maintain identity (rituals, exchanges, marriages), but those operations 
are also crucial in translating a material condition (wealth) into a mean­
ingful one (authority and status). The practical need for and high nor­
mative value placed on strong alliances exist in tension with the desire 
to be free of excessive demands by others and to have a certain freedom 
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Figure 5. A kal;Jisu faces the ancestors: Ratus of Parewatana lead ~me man and 
woman from each household to a sacred spring, where t~ey see~ signs from the 
spirits of how their prayers and oratory have been received (Liangu Marapu, 
December 1986). 

of maneuver. The threats that one's affines present exist on several 
planes. One is that they will forget their allies and begin to act ~oo in­
dependently. Thus people are very sensitive to evidence that their sup­
port has not been called on for some project or exchange, or that t~ey 
have not been invited to a feast-that, unrecognized, they are bemg 
treated as "strangers" (tau heka). Another possibility is that one's af­
fines will eventually come to dominate and even absorb one-the fate, 
for example, of impoverished nobles whose sons marry into their wives' 
kabisu. Yet another is that one's affines will decline demographically or 
ec~nomically, failing to produce offspring or sustain a lifelong exchange 
relationship. In addition to such practical chances, the very game of ex­
change and formal encounters requires a certain display of risks faced 
and overcome. As the chapters that follow will show, the complex char­
acter of these hazards can be seen in the great weight that people place 
on verbal and material signs and in the problems they raise. The social 
heart of this side of risk is the threat that one's affines will not recognize 
the identity one asserts or the rights one claims. The hazards of social 
life are at once practical and conceptual, preconditions and products, 
dimensions that cannot readily be disentangled. 
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Kabisu and gender identities are crosscut by distinctions of economic 
power and rank. Although economic power and rank often map onto 
one another, they draw on distinct sources whose differences impart a 
crucial tension to local politics. Much of the economic politics of Ana­
kalangese life hinges on control over cattle.23 Garden land is plentiful 
enough to allow most people to feed themselves without entering into 
drastic relations of dependency on others (Vel 1994). But to maintain 
basic social relations with others, to sustain a decent reputation, and to 
avert the ire of ancestors one must have access to cattle and rice. Several 
decades of efforts by missionaries, development agencies, and officials to 
replace buffalo with the plow for preparing rice fields have had virtually 
no success in Sumba (Krul 1984). The planting system requires more 
people than any single household is likely to contain, and very few peo­
ple possess large herds. This creates an often tense mutual dependence 
between cattle owners and those who work with them. Dependents ex­
pect assistance in everyday needs and support in large ritual and cere­
monial exchanges. In turn, the enterprises of powerful and ambitious 
men, such as great feasts and the raising of tombstones, depend on their 
ability to get others to contribute labor and materials and, by joining 
their entourages, to display the strength and breadth of their influence. 
Even the most abject dependents may offer resistance, most effectively 
during the mobilization for exchanges, by which they remind the dom­
inant of the mutuality of their relations. 

Relations of domination and dependence do not necessarily involve 
differences of rank. Anakalang and east Sumba are, however, distin­
guished from west Sumba by the relative prominence of two marked 
categories, noble (maraba) and slave (ata).24 Rank in Anakalang is far 
from straightforward, because of historical transformations, differences 
between ideals and actualities, the way the rivalrous and segmentary 
character of Anakalangese society makes direct comparison of groups 
and persons difficult, and the fact that people are very cautious about 
making explicit public claims about the status of others.25 Contempo­
rary talk about low rank is further obscured by several factors. First, 
slavery is outlawed in Indonesia, and everyone knows that this is the 
"age of independence" (Indo. masa merdeka). Second is the sense of del­
icacy or caution. Many people consider slaves likely to be witches as 
well, and to expose them invites retribution. In talking to me, some 
people loudly denied that slaves exist, others referred to them only in 
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whispers or silently gestured to their little finger. At the same time, 
many Anakalangese proudly assert that they are more like the refined 
(magutung) and sharply hierarchical people to their east than their 
neighbors to the west, where rank is even more ambiguous or absent 
altogether. 

Noble (maraba) and slave (ata) stand together in contrast to a resid-
ual, unmarked class of ordinary folk, "ka}?isu people" (tau ka~isu), or 
"the many" (tau ma <Jangu). There seems to be no widely accepted ex­
planation of where rank differences come from. In some stories, the an­
cestors seem already to have had slaves when they arrived on Sumba. 
Some people say slaves were ordinary people who were redeemed by or 
otherwise became economically dependent on wealthy kin; others say 
they were captured in war. Self-enslavement, either out of poverty or 
to pay off a heavy fine, seems to have occurred within living memory. 
Such explanations reflect what people imagine to be the consequences 
of economic failure, in particular, the ultimate hazards of exchange (see 
McKinnon 1991: 265). Dependents and slaves alike must rely on others 
to provide them with spouses or to bear their marriage payments for 
them. Even war capture can be seen as a function of economic weak­
ness, because only captives whose kin would or could not ransom them 
actually became slaves. 

Note that these accounts do not appeal to biological or genealogical 
essences. Rather, when people talk about nobles, they often talk about 
their wealth and by extension, their generosity and protectiveness-and 
their danger when angered. A noble who is not generous (boraku), who 
is stingy (magohu) or simply poor, lacks an essential quality of nobil­
ity. I will return to the meanings of wealth in chapter 7, but will here 
simply note that the activities that most distinguish a noble in prac­
tice-setting up great tombs, holding feasts, maintaining dependents, 
negotiating dynastic alliances, and sponsoring the marriages of others­
require not only supporters but wealth as well. The failure of contem­
porary nobles to live up to expected standards of generosity is a fre­
quent complaint of those who look back fondly on the past. 

The wealth of nobles is necessary not only for attracting followers 
but also for their own social reproduction. People often attribute high 
rank to a house's ability over the generations to restrict marriage tooth­
ers of their own rank. They also claim that the expense of marriage 
payments should be appropriate to the rank of the bride, and thus that 
continuation of a descent line's high standing requires the ability to pay 
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the highest levels of bridewealth (see Kapita 1976a: 41). Although the 
level of marriage exchanges is a much more fluid and complex matter, it 
is true that wealthy nobles will be reluctant to recognize the status of 
potential affines who are not likely to be strong supporters in the fu­
ture. Paying their own bridewealth permits them continually to return to 
the sources of their own noble blood by marriages in previous genera­
tions. If blood is not an essential bodily source of noble identity, its con­
tinuity at least indicates the ability to carry out successful noble prac­
tices of negotiation and exchange (see Beatty 1992: 271; Leach 1954: 
149). In this case, nobility is in part a product of the ability to stage and 
conclude important "scenes of encounter," the subject of the next four 
chapters. 

At the same time, people make clear that nobility should not be con­
fused with wealth (a distinction parallel to that between slavery and 
dependency). This distinction often comes into play when people com­
plain about someone whom they consider to be merely rich. One espe­
cially unpopular man of my acquaintance was also one of the wealthiest, 
a man whose industry-and, it is said, "economic" and stingy ways-al­
lowed him to send his children to university, permitting them to rise to 
high levels of the provincial government. Yet it was well known that his 
mother was his father's slave, taken as a lover late in life. Lacking a 
sense of honor, this man had nothing to lose by refusing to act as a 
wealthy noble should. No one was surprised when he died suddenly, or 
when his funeral was filled with omens of disaster, and one son went 
temporarily mad. 

By the 1980s, slavery was a very delicate topic to raise in conversa­
tion. I could identify very few people as being clearly of slave descent. 
One was Kuta. He was first pointed out to me as the source of another 
man's "name [which] emerges" (ngara hunga): in the name avoidance 
that marks everyday polite speech, the latter is known as "Kuta's Lord" 
(Ubu nai Kuta). A stout and boisterous man of middle age, Kuta lived 
just outside his master's village, by the side of the road, where he owned 
a small kiosk. People considered his participation in trade to indicate 
both his lack of a sense of honor and his inherent cleverness, an undig­
nified skill at economic calculation. He was uninhibited by the demands 
of honor and exercised a fair amount of license, inviting himself to join 
people's meals and expressing himself loudly. But when his now-deceased 
master's son held a huge feast in 1993, Kuta still performed one defin­
ing service of the slave, as "the one who bears the betel pouch" (na ma 
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halili karera). Embodying his master's hospitality, he wore a decorated 
and well-stocked betel pouch over his shoulder all day, and everyone was 

free to call him over and help themselves. 
A more intimate relationship between former slave and master was 

that of Laiya and his half-brother, Ubu Neka. They shared the same fa­
ther, Laiya's mother having been the slave whom Ubu Neka's mother 
brought along with her in marriage. Laiya and his wife lived in the same 
house with Ubu Neka and his wife. The relations between the two men 
closely resembled those between older and younger brother. Laiya de­
pended on, showed deference to, and received commands from Ubu 
Neka. He worked his own field, however, in addition to the work he 
performed alongside Ubu Neka, and had his own horse. 

Masters handle the marriages and funerals of former slaves. In 1993, 
one noble went all the way to Waingapu, a daylong bus ride away, to 
fetch the body of a former slave. Even though the man had left many 
years before to make a life there as a tobacco seller, when death came, 
his master felt obliged to go in person and bring him back. When I 
asked people why he bothered, they replied he would be ashamed not 
to: what would people say of him if he were unable to take care of the 
funeral of his own slave? Here the identification between and comple­
mentarity of master and slave appears clearly. The slave, who is marked 
by a lack of honor, is bound to the master by ties of material depen­
dency. The master is bound in turn to the slave by honor. Even when the 
slave has in all practical terms eluded the control of the master, in the 
end, the meaning of the slave resides not in labor or services but as a 
manifestation of the master's sense of honor and self. In this we can 
begin to see the distinction between the slave and the ordinary depen­

dent for the self-definition of the noble. 
If Anakalangese slavery was a form of domination, this does not mean 

that domination defined slavery. For one thing, other forms of domina­
tion, along lines of wealth, age, gender, and generation, were much more 
common than, and sometimes more onerous than, slavery. Moreover, 
the ownership of a slave did not necessarily produce obvious material 
and social benefits. For example, although labor can be extracted from 
poor dependents, this was not always the case with slaves. Whatever 
the practical resemblances between dependency and slavery (see Reid 
1983: 9-11), slave status in Anakalang was sharply distinguished in rit­
ual and conceptual terms that were critical to the meaning of both slave 
and noble status. Anakalangese slavery seems to support those analyses 
that play down labor and emphasize the way in which the slave is "an 
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extension of his master's power, ... a human surrogate" (Patterson 
1982: 4). What is critical is the peculiar social identity of the slave and 
his or her contribution to the status of the noble, rather than produc­
tive utility (Kopytoff 1982). When Kuta served as "the one who bears 
the betel pouch," he was performing a basic service on behalf of the 
host similar to that performed by younger brothers, sons, or poor rela­
tives. But kin would never be called by this expression, which denotes a 
formally recognized category. Conversely, no nonnoble should receive 
guests with "the one who bears the betel pouch." When performed by a 
slave, the carrying of the betel pouch duplicates in highly formal terms 
and marks as a sumptuary privilege what is otherwise a commonplace 
form of etiquette. The formally recognized character of this privilege 
marks the noble as someone for whom, in principle, the status of betel 
pouch bearer properly exists-rather than someone who, in practice, 
happens to receive guests politely. By institutionalizing such practices, 
the role of slave implied that hospitality was part of the very definition 
of nobility. By displaying the capacity of the noble to act through oth­
ers, the role of slave also characterized nobility as possessing an inher­
ently expanded agency. The betel pouch carrier thus exemplifies several 
general features of representational practice, both verbal and material, 
to which I return in the chapters that follow. 

The practices that defined Anakalangese slavery suggest that slaves 
and masters were identified with each other in ways that, deeper than 
mere contingency, are doubly representational. Not only did the slave 
serve on behalf of and symbolize the status of the master, he or she may 
even, at least figuratively, have replaced the master. This possibility un­
derlies a number of ancestral stories, of which an excerpt from the an­
cestral history of Parewatana is characteristic. When Ubu Pabal sought 
the hand of Rabu Rom, her father refused to recognize him and set him 
a number of obstacles to overcome, with nearly fatal results. When Pa­
bal persevered, the father finally pretended to give in, but in fact he at­
tempted one last deception. He took Rabu Rom's slave and dressed her 
in fine cloth, gold, and ivory. Meanwhile he had Rabu Roru dress in 
rough cloth, covered her with ashes, and made her stay by the hearth. 
Despite this, Ubu Pabal's dogs immediately recognized the true noble 
and ran up to her, licking off the ashes and exposing the deceit. 

Reconfigured as an institution, the deceptive substitution of slave for 
mistress becomes the exalted representation of mistress by slave. In the 
past, when a noble bride was transferred to her husband's household, she 
wore plain garments. It was her "brought slave" who bore the marks of 
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nobility. Known as the "adorned child" (ana moha), she was heavily 
decorated with good cloth, gold ornaments, tortoiseshell comb, and ivory 
bracelets. As the betel bag carrier replaces the activity of the master, so 
the adorned child replaces the body of the mistress. The manifest repre­
sentatives of master and mistress imply that the absent figures whom 
they index transcend their particular embodied forms. 

The formal substitutibility of slave for master reached its apotheosis 
in the institution (now lapsed in Anakalang, but still practiced in east 
Sumba) of death attendants, literally "those who are supported in walk­
ing" (pahapagangu) (Kapita 1976a: 64-65; Kruyt 1922: 530; Onvlee 
1984: 400; see also Forth 1981: 199). This practice was restricted to the 
most important nobles. The attendants were one or more pairs of slaves, 
male and female, who stayed by the corpse during the wake. They wore 
the finest cloth and ornaments of gold and ivory. Some people say the 
mortuary gongs would send them into trance, a simulacrum of their 
master's condition in which they could actually communicate with the 
dead. Illustrating how closely they were identified with the noble, one 
man told me, 'We'd take care of those slaves like race horses. They did 
nothing but eat. If they didn't like the food, they'd sulk.' 

If nobles were not defined by some bodily essence or by wealth, on 
what was their distinctiveness founded, and what does that tell us about 
legitimate wealth and authority in Anakalang? An important hint of the 
meaning of nobility is this: when people want to say that a family has 
real noble rank, not simply acquired wealth, they refer to them as ubu 
nai (lord of). The possessive particle nai is used only of relations be­
tween persons. The allusion is to the use of slave names to avoid utter­
ing the name of the noble (see chapter 5): thus Kuta's master can be 
spoken of as Ubu nai Kuta. Kuta's name gives concrete form to the mas-

ter's rank. 
There is a broader implication to the institution of slave name, which 

associates rank with ancestral agency. In formal scenes of encounter, 
each kabisu addresses the other with a conventional name (ka<;f,ehang) 
that is u.sed only in ritual speech. To use this name helps contextualize 
the event within the ritual frame and identifies the participants as acting 
in the name of an entity that exceeds the particular time, place, and per­
sonnel. This address name is the slave name of the ancestor. More spe­
cifically, the slave in question is supposed to have been the man who 
went out in front in battle. He thus personifies the master's agency in 
its most masculine, assertive, and outward-facing forms. Through the 
use of these names, groups recognize each other's ancestral warrants. 
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By implication, the existence of the noble-slave relationship, and the 
e~~ended agenc~ it embodies, is an important verbal condition of possi­
bility for the existence and activity of the ka9isu. 

The slave name suggests that the identity of the noble is embedded 
in a crucial form of displacement: the noble took his or her name from 
someone else from whose public deeds credit accrued to the noble. That 
other served as the living representative of the noble whose own name 
was suppressed. The formulation "Ubu nai X," however, does not simply 
suppress the name, but dramatically points to its absence. What slaves 
made possible, in part, was the public expression of the capacity of no­
bles to extend themselves through the bodies, words, and names of oth­
ers. In this respect, the possession of a slave was the ultimate develop­
ment ~f ~ '."'ider logic of displacement. Nobility lacked any other strong 
essentiahzmg ground, such as an ideology of blood. Without the slave, 
t~~ noble was merely another possessor of wealth, at best. The possi­
b1hty that wealth and rank, that power and legitimacy, may come un­
stuck never entirely disappears. Although slavery functioned in part to 
translate relations of economic domination into more substantial social 
claims, at the same time it was also linked to the threat of slippage that 
accomp~ni:d those claims. This threat is embodied in a host of persis­
tent anxieties about former slaves: that they may turn out to be witches 
that they deal in poisons and arson, that they populate distant settle~ 
ments with thieving runaways, or, being both more clever and more 
ruthless than nobles, that it is they who will acquire the untamed pow­
ers of money. 

TOWARD MEDIATION 

The steady work of men and women provides the materials that can 
potentially, be transformed into momentary acts of representation with 
the potential to transcend the limits of their time, place, and individ­
ual agency. What the ability to represent can mean is suggested by the 
figure of the slave. This meaning includes action at a distance the im­
plication that one exceeds one's bodily limits. Recall the feud 'between 
Arna K~da and Ubu Tara, with which this chapter opened. Among 
other thmgs, the feud exemplifies a series of tensions: between individ­
ual emotions and collective representations, fallible actions and ances­
tral order, accident and intention, economic power and affinal norms. In 
principle, these tensions are mediated by representations (horses and 
cloth, gold and speech) through which the relation between affines is 
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objectified: it is depicted in metaphors and embodied in the flow of 
goods. As the mediation begins to crumble, Arna Koda's anger seeks 
out sources in the reading of signs, ranging from the deerlike posture of 
his affines to the torn banner. Torn, the materiality of the banner fails to 
serve: it remains a sign for Arna Koda, but one that has left its donor's 
intentions behind. No longer part of a representational action in which 
both Ubu Tara and Arna Koda participate, the piece of cloth exposes 
the rawness of the feelings between them. No longer the representative, 
the indexical presence, of a good affine, the cloth suggests to Arna Koda 
a humiliating alternative-that his yera are trying to transform a re­
spectful demand for respect into arrogant subordination, that somehow 
they have forgotten who he is and would deny him the recognition a 
good ngaba wini and a wealthy ally deserves. To make peace, the two 
parties must raise the mediating representations to a higher level, mobi­
lizing cattle, gold, and ritual speakers. All of these mediating elements 
are produced in the social and economic conditions that I have de­
scribed in this chapter. But these conditions of production alone are in­
sufficient to produce honor, authority, or agents that others will recog­
nize. What I turn to now are the processes of transformation at work in 
the action of representation, beginning, in the next chapter, with the la-

bor of bodies. 

CHAPTER THREE 

Things of Value 

On the eve of Indonesia's Independence Day, August 1986, Ubu Sebu 
held a nightlong rite called a yaiwo to celebrate his baptism into the 
Dutch Calvinist church, to be held the following morning. Celebrations 
of conversion are not uncommon, but this one was especially impor­
tant. Ubu Sebu, a close relative of Umbu Sappy, the last colonial "king" 
of Anakalang, had been an influential ratu. His sense of momentous­
ness displayed itself not only in his choice of a baptismal date but also 
in the story of his conversion. In sharp contrast to the more mundane 
processes of persuasion, coercion, and opportunistic calculation to which 
most Anakalangese admit, Ubu Sebu recounted how he had been sum­
moned, in a malarial vision, by the Divinity itself (see Keane 1995b). 
Now he had invited all the remaining active ratus, as well as his affines 
and kal;>isu fellows, to the village plaza next to Umbu Sappy's great stone 
tomb, to announce to the ancestors his conversion and to introduce his 
successor as ratu, Ubu Bura. It was an occasion for conviviality, com­
petitive displays of ritual expertise, nostalgic reminiscences about a de­
parting era, and a fair amount of behind-the-scenes politicking as some 
participants sought to dampen their mutual antagonism in time for the 
church service. 

Yaiwo center on singing and dancing, punctuated by orations. After 
each speech, the singer resumes, picking up key phrases from the oration 
for his song. The relation of speaker to singer is one of transmission, 
as the singer passes the words on to their true addressees, the ancestral 
spirits. Such events provide not only displays of harmony but also a 
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stage for debate and contestation. After Ubu Sebu had spoken, Ubu 
Bura took the floor and made his first complaint. Due to the Christian 
circumstances, even though the oratory and singing were following the 
proper forms and had been preceded by a feast of pork, no offering 
prayers had been said before slaughtering the pigs. Not a single chicken 
or piece of betel had been given to the ancestors. 

The spirits don't know how to respond to the language of the living .... 
There's nothing for them to receive, am I right? Just words for them to hear. 
But as for the prayer that says "Eat the rice, drink the water, receive this!" ... 
Now that's the ancestral path that was passed down for us to follow. But 
this here talk is all we give them, all they hear-there's no material for them 
to listen with, for them to receive with. 

The procedural complaint revealed more than orneriness and filibuster, 
although it arose from one and served the other. Ubu Bura was point­
ing to something important, as many people later agreed. The problem 
is neither a mere technicality nor an esoteric matter of interest only to 
priests; it pervades not only rites for ancestors but all formal interac­
tions in Anakalang. Ritual words, whether spoken to spirits or to af­
fines, must rest on the "base" (lata) provided by material objects, lest, 
people say, they fall through the cracks on the floor into the mud and pig 
excrement below the house. Ubu Bura's words emphasized the prag­
matic link between words and things in several ways. He named the 
speech event of prayer by quoting the reflexive language with which 
prayer opens, the giving of offerings. The offering is the medium for 
speech, "material for them to listen with, for them to receive with." 1 It 
is as if to speak without objects is to speak to deaf ears. The powers of 
speech, to which I turn in the next chapter, are considerable. But what 
Ubu Bura was pointing out was that speech alone ought to be ineffective 
and that to treat it as sufficient in itself is an act of egocentric hubris. To 
understand why this should seem obvious to him, we must look care­
fully at the lamination of value, identity, and signification embodied in 
objects. 

In Anakalang, the forcefulness of exchange objects is intimately bound 
up with their signlike qualities, with which they are endowed in part by 
ritual speech. The nature of this intertwining suggests that neither words 
nor things should be assumed in advance to be the primary media of ex­
change and communication, or the unique loci of value. Objects are not 
sign-vehicles alone, nor is their capacity to represent the giver or to bind 
the recipient an infallible property (a constant lament of local traders 
who unwisely extend credit). Conversely, ceremonial exchange exists 
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along with-and may slip over into-alternative kinds of transaction, 
such as sale, barter, or loan. The demand for words serves as a reminder 
of something occasionally overlooked in classic approaches to exchange: 
that the meaning of objects and their identification with persons are not 
necessarily self-evident (Merlan and Rumsey 1991: 228 ff.). In asking 
what, and in what way, objects "represent," we must also look at their 
production, the transformations they undergo, the vicissitudes to which 
they are prone, and the alternative trajectories against which represen­
tational practice seeks to confine them. Many writers have drawn on lin­
guistic and semiotic models to explain the value and desirability of ma­
terial objects (e.g., Barthes [1967] 1983; Baudrillard 1981; McCracken 
1988; Rossi-Landi 1973). But a full account of the interrelations be­
tween words and things is not merely a matter of discovering a seman­
tics of objects analogous to that of words. It requires looking at the 
multifunctionality of both speech performances and objects and their 
practical articulations. Any approach to Anakalangese exchange must 
take seriously the coexistence of the semiotic, physical, and economic 
character of objects. 

WORK, GENDER, AND TRANSFORMATION 

Since Hegel and Marx, it has been common to see physical produc­
tion as the objectification of human subjects. But if objects are truly 
components in the active self-constitution of humans, as I have argued 
in chapter 1, they are inseparable from the dialectics of interaction be­
tween humans. One implication of this argument is that they must be 
viewed not just in relation to production but over the entire course of 
their "biographies" (Kopytoff 1986). These biographies include possible 
"diversions" from their expected trajectories (Appadurai 1986) and the 
variety of ways in which they are consumed (Baudrillard 1975; Miller 
1987). By "trajectory" I mean to stress two dimensions of motion, that 
by which objects circulate through people's activities and that by which 
activities produce objects, relations, or events that can enter into new 
orders of activity. This motion is generated in part by what Nancy Munn 
( 1986; see also Munn 1983) calls "transformative action." This refers 
to the processes by which the outcomes of certain conventional acts cre­
ate the potential for actors to expand their capacities and influence be­
yond the spatially and temporally restricted circuits of production and 
consumption. These pragmatic outcomes depend in part on the physical 
properties of the objects involved. What I wish to stress here is that the 
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transformations are both expressive and causal. This means that to un­
derstand objects such as tombs and cloth as representations, they must 
be situated within (but not reduced to) the transformative processes of 
which they are the outcomes. In this section, I will outline some of the 
relations among different kinds of "economic" activity that form one 
dimension of the transformative actions within which representational 
practices take place. 

Formal exchange in Anakalang extracts certain kinds of objects from 
the general economy of production, utility, and consumption and im­
poses constraints on how they can properly be handled. The act of ex­
change is a moment in their transformation into things that circulate 
and finally, in some cases, that can be held onto forever (see chapter 8). 
The transactors of valuables can hope that, eventually, the social agency 
that they construct through these transformations can be incorporated 
into ancestral identities that stand out above the risks to which ongoing 
activity is prone: concretized in tombs and villages, recalled in names 
and histories. Similar processes are widely attested. For example, Mau­
rice Bloch and Jonathan Parry (1982: 32) argue that tombs can repre­
sent an eternal order that is created by repudiating exchange. Similarly, 
in discussing the competitive politics of (male) reputations in Kadi, 
west Sumba, Janet Hoskins says, "Death removes a person from the 
risks of exchange and begins the process of his transformation into an 
ancestor" (1993b: 140). This process includes the raising of stone tombs 
much like those in Anakalang. What I will stress here is the way in 
which these transformations are mediated by, and objectified through, 
representational practices. As they separate objects from consumption 
and utility, formal transactions cast their semiotic properties into the 
foreground. In the process, the social character of the transacting subject 
is also reconfigured. Formality, selectivity, and indirection effect a series 
of transformations that leads away from the mortal, laboring, gendered 
body and its corporeal needs. Through representational practices, peo­
ple become (ambivalently) identified with past ancestors and the pre­
sent collectivities who take their names. This identification underlies 
their claims to authoritative types of agency. As will become apparent, 
however, the effort to endow the living with the attributes of the dead 
poses inevitable dilemmas. 

The preconditions for such transformations are everyday production, 
consumption, and casual sociability. The agencies in play at this level 
exist at a small scale; the individual who works and eats and the house­
hold that owns the garden of maize and tubers and cooks at a single 
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cooking hearth. Household consumption is especially identified with 
the work of women, reflecting a general association between women 
and routine diligence.2 Women care for children, tend pigs and chick­
ens, and manage such tasks as cooking, washing, and fetching water. 
When people gather, women are responsible for the smooth flow of cof­
fee, tobacco, and betel on which men say fruitful interactions depend. In 
a pattern common in Southeast Asia and the Pacific (Atkinson 1989; 
Lederman 1986; Rosaldo 1980; Tsing 1993), men's activities contrast 
with the ongoing but low-intensity work of women.3 It is men who un­
dertake the occasional, highly visible, and even dramatic tasks such as 
constructing houses and fences, or slaughtering and butchering cattle. 
Young men prepare rice fields for planting by driving buffalo over them 
and watch over the herds in pastures sometimes far from the house. 
More senior men often try to withdraw from labor as much as they can. 
Freed from much of the ongoing tasks of daily subsistence, they there­
fore also have more time for exchange, ritual, and political maneuvering 
(see Lederman 1986: 131). But the poorest men, who cannot maintain 
large households of helpers, may be unable to fulfill such masculine pre­
rogatives and may even have to engage in women's work, becoming less 
distinctively "male." 

Many men recognize that their efforts to acquire wealth and reputa­
tion are ultimately grounded in women's work, speaking, for example, 
of the gradual accumulation made possible by the wife who patiently 
raises pigs. Out of an economy of pigs eventually lies the promise of 
herds, and from herds, the exchange relations that produce gold and 
strong supporters. By the same token, people sometimes attribute other 
men's economic and social failures to trouble in the marriage. Men will 
speak of such a household from the perspective of the visitor: the coffee 
comes late, the betel runs out, the woman neglects to prepare food. 
Women experience their role as crucial but also, at times, oppressive. 
They complain that they are held responsible when the men run through 
the supplies without a thought. 

In fact, men often work beside women in the gardens, and some 
women assert themselves strongly amid the deliberations of men. Ubu 
Dongu boasted to me that his wife is so good at ritual speech he can 
send her to handle minor affairs in his place. Rabu ~ita rightly claimed 
to know more than her loud-mouthed husband, who must consult with 
her before going too far out on a limb. And Ina Seja was prone to laugh 
at her husband's conversations with me about ritual knowledge as a rel­
atively harmless obsession, although she was also annoyed that it often 
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keeps him away from the fields. But men, at least those with ambitions, 
portray themselves in terms of sitting and talking. Although very few 
men are able to escape labor altogether, some speak of themselves as if 
they can. One skilled ritual speaker, for example, told me that he liv~s 
by talking, not gardening, though I know he spends long hot hours m 
the fields. 

Households can reproduce themselves physically with just maize and 
tubers. A stock of garden products can support the most casual forms of 
visiting among close neighbors and kin. The capacity ~f these f~ods to 
mediate more expansive relations, however, or to sustam memones and 
obligations-to engage with others and to extend this momen.t's activ~ty 
into the future-is very limited. The next step in the expansive media­
tion of social identities is embodied in betel and rice, which, as across 
Southeast Asia, are basic media of polite sociability. Both require acce~s 
to resources that are both more scarce and more permanent than ordi­
nary swidden gardens. Betel, when not bought in the market, comes 
from areca palms. These must be planted and take years to reach matu­
rity. Thus they index ongoing control over a single plot of l~nd and the 
present outcome of long-past intentions. Like tobacco, betel 1s a form of 
consumption that is not food, and as such, is a metonym for the world 
of luxuries beyond subsistence (see Onvlee [1933] 1973a: 27). The betel 
quid is also iconic of interaction. It combines two distinct elements, 
betel pepper (kuta) and areca nut (winu). When catalyzed by slaked 
lime the two components produce a stimulant whose external mark, 
bloo'd red saliva, resembles none of the original ingredients.4 A minia­
ture transformation of value, the resulting whole, a "chew" (pamama), 

is greater than the sum of its parts. . 
Betel marks the individual's basic potential for transformmg con­

sumption into sociability. When two people meet on the path, it is sim­
ple good manners to stop, briefly exchange betel pouches, and have 
a chew. Moreover, the value of betel as a vehicle of recognition can be 
foregrounded by stylistic formality. Thus when receiving guest~, one 
might graciously hand each visitor a separate dish of betel. Be.tel is pre­
eminently social and a metonym for each individual's capacity to e~­
tend hospitality to, and thus recognize the worth of, another.5 Bu~ it 
is rice that enables people to enter into more serious and long-lastmg 
interactions. 

Rice requires access to wet rice fields, the claim to which, unlike 
household gardens, ultimately rests with kal;>isu, and demands the col-
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lective labor of buffalo, men, and women-normally beyond the scale of 
a single household-to work them.6 Rice is the proper food to serve 
guests, and a baseline requirement for any event that gathers together a 
wide range of people, such as a funeral or meeting of kal;>isu fellows. 
Unlike exchange goods, however, rice is not the stuff of formal debts. 
Whatever informal tallying in fact goes on, it would be excessively "eco­
nomically minded" (Inda. ekonomis) to be seen to calculate and bal­
ance out the giving and receiving of rice.7 Nonetheless, rice is a condi­
tion of possibility for the creation of debts. It permits households to 
engage in hospitality and cooperation with socially more distant others 
than could be managed with garden produce. Thus a stock of rice helps 
keep alive the ongoing baseline of sociability on which a household pre­
sumes when asking others for help in exchange. Even when a household 
is not itself a host, by contributing rice to the feasts, funerals, and other 
hospitable acts of others, it can claim to participate in the agency that 
is constructed through such acts. Through everyday hospitality, main­
tained by women's diligence in keeping up the smooth flow of betel and 
rice (and more recently, tobacco and coffee), people display their self­
respect and their respect for others. On this base, more momentous proj­
ects can be constructed, formal exchanges with the potential to trans­
form the nature of a relationship from that between strangers, literally 
"other people" (tau heka), into some form of the inclusive first person, 
"us" (</.uta). 

Household production can enter directly into exchange by way of 
pigs, which are conventionally the responsibility of women. Women 
who lack them can convert forest and garden products and chickens into 
pigs through barter, sale, or borrowing. Pigs are labor intensive, be­
cause they are fed scraps that must be chopped up and are often cooked; 
to have plenty of pigs testifies to everyday diligence in a way that a herd 
of horses does not. Once a household has pigs, it has a component of 
ceremonial exchange or a good that can be informally traded upward 
(someone who needs a pig for an exchange may be forced to barter a 
horse for one). The pig is a critical transition point: it is the most valu­
able animal normally recognized as the property of a woman. A man 
who wishes to use a pig must obtain the permission of the woman who 
raised it and (if it is not for a marriage exchange) compensate her with 
a gold ornament (mamu/i) to "cool the trough." In this act of recogni­
tion, the only formal exchange to take place within the household (which 
normally acts as a unit), the formal transformation from women's labor 
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into representational practice is effected. Before turning to the repre­
sentational dimensions of valuables, I will first show some of the alter­
natives against which formal exchange is constructed. 

REGIMES OF VALUE 

The way in which Anakalangese see status, power, wealth, and the 
meaning of relations to be, at least in principle, mutually implicated, chal­
lenges any analytic attempt to maintain a straightforward distinction be­
tween utility and symbolic value. In practice, however, formal exchanges 
implicitly stress the semiotic dimension of objects, play down utility, and 
rigorously exclude money except as a symbolic piece of metal. Nonethe­
less, formal exchanges are embedded within a larger political economy 
of both social signs and usable things, and take some of their meaning 
from the way in which they differ from alternative "regimes of value." 8 

Explicit talk about correct tradition (pata) is one of the ways in which 
the barriers between exchange and its alternatives are maintained. Ana­
kalangese can point to the coexistence of exchange with markets, bar­
ter, usurious lending, and theft in order to insist on its distinctive moral 
value (see Thomas 1991). For example, when Ubu Kura tried to impress 
upon me the superior morality of exchange, he said that the same pig 
that would get you five buffalo and five horses in marriage exchange 
would be worth the price of only a middling buffalo and a small horse 
if sold. He found in market values a way to measure the heavy weight 
of the obligations imposed by proper exchange. Such comparisons are 
part of the background against which exchange has long been carried 
out. They simultaneously represent formal exchange as morally elevated 
by virtue of its supposed exemption from the calculation and rational­
ity of other transactions and as a difficult burden. 

When directing a marriage exchange, Ubu Neka once shouted at the 
men who were negotiating, 'Slow down! We're not buying and selling in 
the marketplace!' The point of explicit comparisons between formal ex­
change and alternative regimes of value is usually to affirm the status 
and compulsory nature of "real custom" (na pata mema; see chapter 7) 
as a discrete domain of social action, which Anakalangese often con­
trast to "politicized custom" (Indo. adat politik). The latter expresses 
local historical imagination in terminology that reflects contemporary 
national culture. The word adat reifies colonial and postcolonial con­
cepts of primordial order, whereas politik has primarily negative con­
notations of dirty tricks and self-interested maneuvering. In reference 
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to exchange, "politicized custom" denotes competition, calculation, and 
profit and confines these to the disorderly present. These are familiar 
themes in talk about capitalist relations (Hugh-Jones 1990; Parry and 
Bloch 1989; Taussig 1980). But I will argue that they also manifest more 
specific concerns about the potential detachment of objects from persons, 
concerns which are implicated in exchange itself. 

The comparison of exchange and its alternatives often implies a claim 
about rank. Anakalangese frequently assert that market thinking is 
purely a recent and (usually) deplorable development, that in the past, 
no one calculated the value of what they gave you. But now we live in a 
selfish era whose slogan is "as long as I [get mine]" (mali nyuwa). As a 
way of expressing and historicizing the difference between formal ex­
change and its alternatives, people sometimes talk about the economic 
irrationality of the past. For example, one man told me that people used 
to trade like quantities for like, regardless of the actual substance: one 
sack of rice would go for one, much more expensive, sack of coffee. He 
was suggesting that the folly of his forebears consisted in being taken 
in by the very materiality of things. They were unable to perform the 
symbolic operations embodied in money: exchange value in those days 
was inseparable from the things themselves (see Keane 1996; Wielenga 
1908). Part of the subtext here is a display of aristocratic disdain for 
haggling and calculation. The hierarchical implications of alternative 
regimes of value become explicit when some people observe that those 
Anakalangese who engage in trade are usually of low rank, because, 
they claim, such people are naturally more clever at calculation. 

Calculation implies a play on the relations between the object as sign 
of something other than itself and as a source of value in itself, which 
is most evident at the boundaries between formal exchange and other 
kinds of transaction. The boundaries among kinds of transactions are 
permeable, if not conceptually then practically, for there are few ex­
change valuables that do not have some value in other contexts. For 
example, a horse received from Christian affines in marriage exchange 
can be sacrificed to "pagan" spirits, or sold for cash. This permeability 
is both a resource and a threat, insofar as a skillful, or simply powerful, 
player can take advantage of it, but the existence of alternative schemes 
of value bears the increasingly real potential for undermining the status 
claims of exchange, a threat at once logical, political, and economic. 

Despite the traditionalist tendency to claim for the past the high val­
ues of ceremonial exchange, and confine less exalted alternatives to the 
present, all sorts of transactions have been available to Anakalangese, 
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even before the introduction of markets and shops. 9 The social logic of 
the alternatives can be illustrated by two ways of compensating people 
for assistance rendered. Kahewa is given for some special skill, such 
as that of a ritual specialist or carpenter. A formal exchange of cloth, 
metal valuables, and living animals, it distinguishes skill from mere la­
bor which is sustained with cooked food, tobacco, betel, and coffee. 

' The latter items are all consumed within the individual body of the 
worker, their objectual duration confined to the period of the work it­
self. In contrast, since the valuables given in kahewa are determined by 
the affinal statuses of the ka\.Jisu of recipient and donor, they presup­
pose collective identities, and, since they are eventually reciprocated, 

they entail future interactions. 
In practice, boundaries among kinds of transactions can be problem­

atic. This can be seen in madara, travel to other ecological zones on the 
island, bringing local products such as tobacco or salt to trade for food 
during times of hunger at home. Madara carries a potential for trans­
formation into longer-term relations, but one that is highly contestable 
and unstable. For example, Markus's father's mercenary approach en­
abled him to exploit madara relationships to build up a considerable 
herd between the 1940s and 1960s. As the owner of several good rice 
fields he often attracted visitors from Mamboru on the dry north coast, 
from whom he could get a buffalo in return for four sacks of rice. In his 
eyes, these visitors from afar were mere strangers (tau heka), with whom 
any future ties were uncertain. But other people attempt to transform 
past madara into long-term relationships. For instance, when a young 
couple from previously unrelated ka\.Jisu decided to marry, the memory 
of former madara came into play. The man's kai.Jisu approached the 
bride's people hoping for some recognition, saying 'We are birth fel­
lows (oli c;lac;li) in the rice bin' to allude to those visits. This was an ac­
ceptable approach. But later on, when negotiations became troubled, 
someone from the bride's group commented, scathingly, 'They only 
called us birth fellows because they were hungry.' 

These examples illustrate the unstable relationship between madara 
and other forms of exchange. For Markus's father, the moment of ex­
change is clear and bounded, like sale and purchase. The suitors, in con­
trast, hope to awaken in past madara a potential for transformation 
into future affinal bonds. The complaint by the bride's ka\.Jisu, however, 
shows that this potential is subject to retrospective ratification or rejec­
tion: had the negotiations been more gratifying, they might have recog­
nized a stronger foundation in those madara. Such alternatives display 
the possibility, in any given instance, that people may hold conflicting in-
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terpretations as to what kind of transaction they are, or had been, en­
gaged in, and thus what potentials for future transactions now exist. Part 
of the work of formal procedures is to narrow the play of possibilities. 

METAL AND CLOTH 

The most formal kinds of exchange impose the greatest constraints 
on potential interpretations. They do so in part by limiting the kinds of 
objects involved and by emphasizing the properties by which they serve 
as representations (signs) and representatives (of agents). This is done 
by treating them as material signs themselves and as interdependent with 
a distinct plane of verbal signs. Material objects contrast in several ways 
to the familiar Saussurean model of the arbitrary sign, which signifies 
only by virtue of a social convention, and whose phenomenal qualities 
(such as color or sound) are relevant only as marks of difference from 
other signs. Objects cannot be produced at will but must be sought 
from somewhere: they are subject to scarcity and are relatively easy to 
quantify. Moreover, even highly symbolic exchange valuables bear phys­
ical properties in excess of their purely conventional attributes, which 
contributes to their potential for diversion into use or to alternative kinds 
of transaction. 10 Finally, they have durability. Non-consumables persist 
over time, across multiple transactions, passing through the hands of 
many people and taking on a range of possible functions. The material­
ity of objects is a condition of possibility for their movement across so­
cial and semiotic domains. For example, the charisma of the Thai her­
mit monk, once objectified in the form of an amulet, is able to enter 
into the mundane realm of distinctly non-ascetic purposes, such as good 
luck in the lottery (Tambiah 1984: 336; for similar boundary crossing 
between sacred and secular in Europe, see Geary 1986 and Stallybrass 
1996). The multiple uses, mobility, and durability of objects allow them 
to extend the agency of their producers and original transactors. But 
the same properties entail the possibility that they will become detached 
from their transactors altogether. Their powers are mutually implicated 
with certain dilemmas, something that, as I argue below, they share with 
ritual speech. 

In Anakalang, the objects of exchange belong to a clearly delimited 
class, which helps protect their role as conventional symbols of intent. 
In this role, they are known as dati, the material objects conventionally 
required by a given transaction or ritual. As dati, valuables fall into two 
categories, goods given by ngaba wini and by yera. Ngaba wini's goods 
consist of items of gold or other metals, machetes, swords, spears, horses, 
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and buffalo. Yera's are cloth, pigs, and (on a single occasion, the trans­
fer of the bride) ivory bracelets. With a few marked exceptions, a gift 
from one category should be reciprocated only with a gift from the 
other, regardless of the context (be it marriage, land transaction, spirit 
ritual, peacemaking, or mortuary rite). Exchange valuables include both 
special goods and objects of everyday use. The latter include cloth and 
the often humble machete, commonplace items that flow easily between 
exchange and ordinary use. Other valuables, such as ceremonial spears 
and what are sometimes described in ethnographic literature as "orna­
ments," lack any function outside of ritual and exchange. They can be 
of gold, silver, brass, or tin. 11 Of particular importance is the omega­
shaped mamuli (fig. 6), the image of which is carved on tombs and 
woven in cloth and has even been reproduced in the giant form of a 
gateway outside a soccer field in the regency capital (Keane 1988).12 

Whether commonplace or rare, in daily use or held in reserve, an im­
portant part of the value of all Anakalangese inanimate exchange valu­
ables is that they are not produced locally. The link between distance in 
space and time can be seen in how people talk about the origins of metal 
valuables. Metal valuables seem simply to exist and circulate. They do 
not come from anywhere within Anakalangese experience. When, for 
example, I asked people about the sources of mamuli, the first answer 
would be to locate their origins in the past. After I pressed Ubu Sebu 
about who makes mamuli today, he replied that real mamuli aren't made 
anymore. Those that are made today are just imitations. 13 

Although he is surely aware that gold can come from trade and that 
smiths still work it today, Ubu Sebu's characteristic insistence on the 
distinction between real and spurious valuables points to ancestral ori­
gins as the true source of value. This is brought out by several myths of 
origin in which the materials for metal valuables are autochthonous, 
but their fashioning lies in foreign hands. Anakalangese identify the 
original metalworker, Ubu Tara Hawu and the ka9isu often associated 
with him, Hawu, as coming from Sawu, the island east of Sumba (his­
torically a source of many metalworkers). Ubu Tara Hawu passed on 
his specialty to the ka9isu, whose members are said to own the original 
tools for smithing gold. But these are now kept hidden away as an­
cestral valuables that no one knows how to use (see chapter 8). Signifi­
cantly, many people draw a connection between their metalworking 
skill and relatively low mythic status: Hawu, as befits a kai)isu whose 
very name identifies it as foreign, has no properly ancestral land. Unlike 
a fully legitimate kai)isu, whose status is well established by first settle­
ment or affinal gift, they are dubious latecomers, having merely bought 
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f!gure 6. ~amuli with round areca nuts and long betel peppers in an offering 
dish. (Drawing by the author.) 

their land in return for gold and silver ornaments. Thus the contrast 
between legitimate permanence, embodied in the ka9isu's possessions, 
an.cl .the shifting ground of market relations is projected into the very 
ongms of exchange itself. 

The fashioners of metal are foreign, but the actual materials come 
from the earth. In one version, before arriving in Sumba the ancestors 
were traveling together across the seven levels of sea and eight levels of 
sky. They were in darkness until, at the fifth level, Sulphur Cave, Stone 
Hollow, they encountered the first glimmers of light. There they used 
lightning to shatter the stones that blocked their way. The glimmering 
stones turned out to be gold, from which Ubu Tara Hawu later fash­
ioned the first valuables.14 

Another story is revealing for the links it draws among gold, the 
eart~, fertility, and exogamy. In the earliest days, when people were few, 
a.nd ignorant of proper marriages, there were seven brothers and eight 
sisters. Each brother married a sister, leaving Rabu Mabal alone with­
out a mate. There came a large fieldmouse seeking to marry her. In the 
words of ratu Ngongu of Lai Merang, 
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That night the mouse spoke with Rabu Mahal, whisperi~g, "Your fa~her 
just wants cattle, wants me to bring gold, pure gold, madaka, ta/;Jelu, laba, 
maraga, all of gold. What don't I have in my house!" ~o spoke the m~use. 
But it's true. Madaka come from that mouse, the pnce of Rabu Mahal. 
Tabelu come from that mouse, the price of Rabu Mahal, from the very be­
gin~ing. From the beginning. Didn't use cattle for bridewealth. Didn't pay 
for her like that for Rabu Kareri earlier. It wasn't the same. Ubu Sebu, ear­
lier married because of his magical powers, Rabu Mahal because of the 
pri~e .... It came from Grandfather Mouse (~oku Malawu). _"So, just wait, 
tomorrow I'll bring it, first I'll go now." He left, he went, this Grandfather 
Mouse he returned bringing two madaka: "Here, give this to your father." 
She said [to her father] "Here is what was brought by Lord Mouse."; .. ~e 
brought that which is hung here [at the ear], four of them, they re s~1ll 
around when we Descend to the Valley [for ritual]. They're here too [as m­
alienable valuables], those which are stuck on the chest, they're here, they're 
here. 

Having obtained Rabu Mabal, the mouse waited until she was preg­
nant before bringing her back to his home. But this was a hole in the 
ground and she could not squeeze through the entrance, until finally the 
mouse cut her into pieces. From these descend the various garden crops. 

As in the previous story, gold arrives as an originary intervention 
into human society from the outside. The ambiguously disastrous con­
sequences involved in the first case of exogamous marriage, d_ismem­
berment that leads to fertility, illustrate the well-attested tension un­
derlying marriage alliance in both myth and practice, to which I will 
return. The introduction of gold as a medium, at least in ratu Ngongu's 
version both facilitates the entrance of an outsider into an otherwise self­
contai~ed society and creates an alternative to more direct exercises of 
bodily powers that had been sufficient to effect the alliance. The story 
of the mouse represents gold as a lesser replacement for greater, direct 
forms of action. Like the story of the dog, it depicts metal as lying at the 

origins of properly social existence. 

THE EXCESS OF MEANINGS 

The power and value of valuables in exchange are to be sought at the 
intersection of their everyday uses, character as signs, potential roles in 
other regimes of value, and functions in performance. The division of 
goods according to categories of affines, reflecting a twofold divisi_on of 
the social universe, invites us to seek this division in the symbolic na­
ture of the goods themselves. In particular, it is tempting to see them as 
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"male" and "female" valuables (Rodgers 1985; Weiner 1976, 1986). In 
many societies, such gendered goods are explicitly said to "replace" 
gendered bodies that have been lost through marriage or death (in east­
ern Indonesia, see Barraud 1979: 218; Geirnaert-Martin 1992a: 264; 
McKinnon 1991: 263). But an object does not replace everything about 
a living person; at best it does so selectively. As Strathern (1988) argues, 
such "replacements" must be understood with reference to male and fe­
male qualities, abstracted from the actual living persons who bear them. 
To understand how goods have, represent, transfer, or transmute gender 
requires a closer look at both their semiotic nature and their articulation 
with political economy. 

As signs, valuables can be understood in terms of iconism (resem­
blance), indexicality (connection), and symbolism (arbitrary conven­
tional attribution), although not necessarily in coordination. It has been 
common for anthropological exegesis, like earlier traditions of iconol­
ogy, to concentrate on icon and symbol, which are more accessible to se­
mantic interpretation. But it is important to look at indexicality as well. 
Indexical signs are linked to what they signify by existential connec­
tions: they show causal effects (as a scar indexes an earlier accident) 
or actual proximity (as an exit sign marks a certain door). Less overtly 
conventional than symbols, they can make signs seem inherently more 
plausible and thus help naturalize socially conventional signifieds, such 
as authority and status. By their very character, they also forge bonds 
between causal and logical meanings and thus can play an important 
role in the articulation of political economy with representations. 

The cultural uses of material objects as signs can develop several dif­
ferent aspects of form at once. A good example of this is Gregory Forth's 
(1981: 126-127) discussion of the meaning of metal chips in Rindi rit­
ual. He mentions in turn their hardness, durability, and shininess (all 
iconic properties) and their (indexical) associations with wealth, with 
life-givers, and with the earth. As his account makes clear, without fur­
ther evidence there is in principle no reason to privilege any of these 
readings; indeed their multiplicity may contribute to ritually valuable 
polysemy. Moreover, ambiguity may be tactically advantageous, as sug­
gested by Edgar Keller's (1992: 258) account of a rich, self-made La­
boyan who favored an idiosyncratic style of tying his headcloth, with 
the ends hanging down. The man himself claimed this was a reminder of 
his humble origins, but others took the dangling ends to refer to other 

people, over whom he was asserting his dominance. His deployment is 
vulnerable to the underdetermination of iconism, something he may be 
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taking advantage of, allowing him both to boast and to deny the impli­

cations of doing so. 
Even spears and swords, which come from ngaba wini, and whose 

gendered character might seem relatively straightforward, can be semi­
otically complex. Indexically, swords and spears are associated with war 
and hunting, aggressive activities of men. Iconically, they (along with 
the horns of the buffalo they often accompany) might be phallic as well, 
although I only heard one Anakalangese suggest so.15 Explicit discourses, 
such as kabisu histories favor some aspects over others. In several, an 

. ' 
important spring is created when an ancestor strikes the ground with a 
spear. One ancestor used his weapons to split the sea, making the settle­
ment of Sumba possible. Such stories conjoin the life-threatening char­
acter of weapons with life-giving. The metaphors of ritual speech simi­
larly depict weapons as instruments that create fruitful connections. 
For example, ngaba wini brings to yera's funeral a machete to clear 
away hindrances in the path of the deceased and a spear for the dead to 
use as a walking staff. In some rites and marriage exchanges, the ma­
chete is said to "open the path," clearing away obstacles, and in a ritual 
to restore the damage caused by incest, the spear is called "a snare pole" 
to reach across the gap between offended parties. Such verbal conven­
tions appear to discover iconism opportunistically, seeing in weapons 
not just the ability to cut and pierce but also a length, shape, or manner 

of grasping. 
A similar range of possibilities runs through the uses of cloth, given 

by yera. The cloth used in exchange and ritual also serves as ordinary 
clothing.16 Thus, like machetes, it can move directly from formal to daily 
use. As clothing in motion, it seems to operate at the margins of the self 
(Stallybrass 1995), at once identified with the wearer and transferable to 
others. Ritual speech brings out other dimensions of cloth. In contrast 
to the social and bodily state of undress, ritual preparedness is figured 
as having one's "headcloth fitted for the head, waistcloth tightly wound 
at the waist." A cloth given in the final stages of marriage exchange is 
figured as shading the bride on her passage, "rain shelter, sun shade." 
This same expression also denotes the protective qualities expected of 
a mother's brother, who reminds his sister of this when bringing cloth 
for the naming ceremonies of her children. Literalizing the metaphor, it is 
the latter who should give the first layer of cloth to be wrapped around 
the corpse before burial. Many other ritual practices also draw on cloth­
ing's enveloping function. For instance, sacred or "hot" objects and 
activities (carving, pounding and cooking rice, washing sacralia) should 
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be wrapped in or hidden behind screens of cloth. This protects them 
from the gaze of spectators and protects passersby against danger. 

These words and actions find the iconism of cloth in its properties 
as an opaque and unbroken surface. Other figures draw attention to its 
pliability, softness, and fragility. In many contexts, a gift of cloth is said 
to clean off the dirt of a journey or to wipe away the recipient's blood, 
sweat, mucus, or tears. Being soft and absorbent, cloth lends itself to in­
terpretation as a medium of nurturing actions. But it is also less durable 
than metal.17 This has led ethnographers elsewhere in eastern Indonesia 
to propose that the impermanence of cloth, in contrast to metal, repli­
cates the contrast between the social mobility of women who marry 
across social boundaries and the ideally lasting identity of patrilines 
(McKinnon 1991; Traube 1986).18 

But perhaps the most direct gender association of cloth is in the role 
of women as weavers. Many studies of cloth look to the production 
process as a source of value, meaning, and gender identity. As is com­
mon in many weaving traditions (Messick 1987; Weiner 1989), people 
in Sumbanese cloth weaving districts also draw analogies between the 
production process and female reproductivity (Forth 1981: 150, 369; 
Geirnaert-Martin 1992a: 94; Hoskins 1989). Such analogies combine 
indexical ties between the gender of weaver and the woven with iconic 
and symbolic aspects of the activity itself. Anakalang, however, has nei­
ther weavers nor an elaborated discourse of weaving. 19 Yet everyone 
in Anakalang knows that elsewhere cloth is woven by women. In fact, 
cloth's value for them may have all the more power precisely because 
local women do not weave. In Anakalangese experience, cloth is not the 
outcome of the actual labor of particular women. Detached from its 
origins in this way, yet still presupposing some women's labor some­
where, it is well suited as a representation of women in the abstract. 
Like metal valuables, cloth may take some of its value precisely from 
its distance from the site of production. Both cloth and metal enter the 
Anakalangese world already fashioned. By allowing their representa­
tional properties to come to the fore, this supports their potential to 
stand for the enduring groups that transact them, rather than the indi­
vidual, gendered, and mortal bodies that produce them. 

SOCIAL ANIMALS 

No exchange can take place without metal and cloth, but important 
transactions and offerings also require animals. Ngaba wini's gifts of 
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metal travel along with horses and buffalo; yera's cloth accompanies 
pigs. Like metal and cloth, their value and significance draw on varied 
sources, but their uses and production also introduce a distinct set of 
problems. The small Sumbanese horses have some utility for riding, 
carrying light loads, and occasionally racing, but their numbers in Ana­
kalang outstrip their functions. Pigs serve only as exchange goods, of­
ferings, and meat. Among all exchange valuables, buffalo are unusual in 
their utility. Since they are used to trample rice fields before planting, 
they are important instruments of production. They therefore form a 
critical node at which economic power and authoritative transactions 
meet. Nonetheless, this position alone is insufficient to account for their 
value. 20 

One thing that buffalo, horses, and pigs share is a semiotic capac­
ity for displaying their owners' wealth to the world at large. Living in 
corrals and pastures, horses and buffalo are highly visible to passersby 
and their numbers readily calculated. When brought to or from an ex­
change, rite, or feast, the buffalo and horses are led, the pigs carried 
in bamboo cases, accompanied by a boisterous procession of men and 
women. The gongs, cheers, songs, and ululations of the entourage draw 
the attention of everyone within earshot, which often reaches for sev­
eral miles. Processions themselves are pragmatic icons of the extension 
of self, as the sound of the gongs (their distinctive tones capable of in­
dexing the particular village that owns them) carries the group's reputa­
tion. 21 On arriving at its destination, which may be at the far reaches 
of Anakalang or even, with the help of rented trucks, distant parts of 
the island, the visiting party stands in the plaza in front of the house, 
dramatically presenting both the entourage and the gifts it has brought 
(fig. 7). This presentation can have a confrontational quality to it, as 
the amassed visitors challenge the recipient to accept the debt the gifts 
entail. 

In most cases, the lifelong circulation of an animal comes to a cli­
mactic finale on the village plaza, when it is killed for a funeral, feast, or 
ritual. Buffalo provide the greatest spectacle. 22 Adults and children, 
women and men, all enthusiastically watch, cheer, and loudly comment 
as men lead a struggling animal out into the plaza, where one of them 
will slash the jugular. The spectators attentively seek divinatory signs 
in the death struggle: as Arna Pedi explained to me, part of the fascina­
tion lies in the dramatic possibility that something unexpected will hap­
pen. When a buffalo falls too quickly, so too will the standing, wealth, 
or health of the hosts. Pak Yos's uncanny midlife demise by choking, 
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Figure 7. Procession of yera stands in the plaza of ngaba wini's village and con­
fronts them with pigs (on bamboo frames) and cloth (both displayed and carried 
in baskets). This photograph was taken during the exchanges occasioned by the 
completion of a new house by ngaba wini (Galu Rota, July 1987). 

for instance, was given divinatory support at the time of his burial. One 
buffalo died with its legs rigidly up in the air, another with its horn 
stuck deeply in the ground. People took these to confirm the ominous 
purport of Pak Yos's death, that his wealth would never pass on to his 
children. The inherent possibility of misfire is implicated in the ha­
ruspices that accompany every non-Christian kill, from chick to buf­
falo. Chicken entrails and pig, buffalo, and horse livers are examined 
for signs that the gift has been rejected or gone astray.23 

Once the slaughter is complete, the carcasses are distributed among 
the visiting parties, who butcher, cook, and consume them.24 After the 
feast, the buffalo horns and pig jawbones are preserved. Horns are usu­
ally displayed on the exterior of the house, jawbones hanging along a 
cord inside.25 Over the years, certain houses accumulate stacks of horns 
and rows of jawbones, animals and events transformed into a quantity 
of durable, nearly identical tokens. As the accumulation of horns and 
jawbones suggests, transactions involving animals are evaluated primar­
ily in terms of category (yera or ngaba wini goods) and quantity. Except 
for the sex of the animal (steers and stallions are more valuable than 
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mares and cows, sows are excluded from exchange), qualitative distinc­
tions, such as color, are of little importance. The quantitative dimension 
of exchange valuables is a measure primarily of the status claimed by 
donors and the recognition accorded to recipients. The qualitative di­
mension functions performatively to construct the contextually relevant 
social gender of each party. Regardless of whether the exchange con­
cerns an actual marriage alliance or some other relationship, the two 
parties define themselves through the objects they give, as being cate­
gorically yera and ngaba wini. Both the quantity and the size of the an­
imals involved in any exchange are subject to intensive scrutiny, gossip, 
and speculation. Pigs are measured by the number of men it takes to 
carry them in a procession, horses by broader categories of age and sex.26 

The most finely graded scale speaks of buffalo horns in lengths measured 
against a person's outstretched arm, the speaker commonly pointing to 
the spot while mentioning it.27 

Despite the pressures-from ancestors, exchange partners, and their 
own self-esteem-against selling animals on the market, people know 
that animals can be converted into cash.28 But amid the constant dis­
cussion of animals given and received, people resist talking about them 
in monetary terms, preferring instead to use the conventional bodily 
measures.29 The value of exchange is to be found in part in the way it 
stands out against this conversion as both a practical and a discursive 
reserve of value. It is only under translation into money that different 
kinds of animals can be measured directly against each other. Most ex­
change obscures any direct measure of reciprocity by which individual 
pigs and buffalo can be equated. Prestation and counterprestation are 
often separated in time, mingle actual animals with promises of varying 
certainty, and always include cloth and metal along with the animals. 
As I noted above, however, when people talk about exchange in norma­
tive terms, they may take rhetorical advantage of monetary measures to 
show the disparities between the two partners' prestations: since the an­
imals given by ngaba wini are much more valuable, in market terms, 
than those given by yera, the remainder expresses the value of the gift of 
lifeblood provided by yera-as well as everyone's respect for tradition. 

The tension between economic and semiotic dimensions of exchange 
can appear as a distinction between the abstract obligation to give and 
the concrete relations between persons. Sometimes people try to sepa­
rate the two. For example, Arna Pedi's father's brother had no son, and 
over the years, Arna Pedi treated his father's brother's daughter's hus­
band (layewa) as one of his own closest ngaba wini. Although this was 
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appropriate, he had exploited the relationship to the point that when 
his father's brother died, the layewa tried to prevent their prestations 
from entering his herd. At the time of the burial, they brought a buffalo 
as was their obligation, but they insisted that it be included among the 
animals slaughtered on the plaza, saying the buffalo was for the de­
ceased, not for Arna Pedi. In fact they had no right to determine where 
the prestation went once it had been given, and this demand failed. It 
seems, however, they then made a secret arrangement with another one 
of the parties at the funeral, one of Arna Pedi's yera, who then made off 
with the buffalo without permission. In this case, the act of giving (a 
duty to a deceased affine) is strongly separated from the economic value 
embedded in the object itself (an advantage accrued to Arna Pedi). 

In contrast to cloth and metal, pigs, horses, and buffalo are produced 
through local efforts. By the convention that makes them the responsi­
bility, respectively, of women and men, they can index gender. But, as 
the ubiquity and value in exchange of metal and cloth suggest, produc­
tion alone may not be sufficient to bind objects to their transactors. 
What do the measures of value tell us? The size of buffalo horns and pig 
tusks (horses lack enduring signs of value) are measures of age. But what 
does age index? In Kodi, Hoskins argues, the value of animals' age is 
"the time spent raising them, and the 'biological' investment made by 
their owner" (1993b: 203). As Hoskins (1993b: 210) points out, how­
ever, the fact that pigs require more work than buffalo does not make 
them more valuable: a buffalo's age indicates how long a man has had 
his own household and thus tracks the progress of his own biography. 
To generalize her point, like Marx's labor value, this time measures, not 
raw effort expended, but time socially evaluated. 

The less individualistic pattern of Anakalangese ownership and ex­
change and the important role of pigs, the products of women, bring 
out the importance of how "investment" articulates with representa­
tional practices. Animals are in constant circulation. Moreover, in im­
portant exchanges both moral and economic pressure force the prin­
cipal transactors to use animals provided by their affines and ka~isu 
fellows (see chapter 7). For both reasons, most of the animals ex­
changed or killed in any instance are unlikely to have been raised by the 
transactor. Where, in addition, labor itself is not highly valued, another 
thing that an animal's age measures is its relative longevity, socially un­
derstood: older animals have either circulated through longer chains of 
exchanges or been withheld longer against the pressure to kill them. To 
the extent that the donor or sacrificer is identified with the animal, it is 
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as a transactor, not producer (perhaps this is why the divination reflects 
on the recipient, not the donor). 

For animals, as well as metal and cloth, a crucial step intervenes be­
tween production and public evaluation. In principle, most valuable 
objects arrive into one's hands having already passed through previous 
exchanges. This has consequences for the gendered identity of buffalo 
and pigs. Detached from the site of production, displayed and passed 
on through scenes of encounter, they are transmuted into representa­
tions. They are given and received by groups who face each other as yera 
and ngaba wini, generic categories of affines. In their hands, valuables 
serve less as indexes of the gendered individuals who once produced 
them than as detachable representations of gendered qualities-not men 
and women, but selected conventional aspects of maleness and female­
ness (see Strathern 1981, 1988). When people collectively face each other 
as affines, their prestations contribute to one another's most publicly 
visible and authoritative identities as kal;>isu and derive from their rela­
tions with other, absent kal;>isu as well. But to understand how these 
acting subjects are constructed requires a closer look at the forms of 
representational practice. 

DOUBLED SIGNS 

The boundaries between formal exchange and other kinds of trans­
action require a certain amount of policing against the fallibility of mem­
ory and the workings of deceit. One effect of the high formality of ex­
change events is to help separate signification and utility, emphasizing 
the semiotic character of objects that also bear use and market values, 
part of the ongoing effort it takes to keep gift and commodity distinct. 
This is reinforced by the ritual speech that often implies that neither 
party desires the objects in question but is only compelled by ancestral 
mandate. Acknowledging the possibility of misconstrual, people say that 
marriage is not like going to the market. They insist that they seek ob­
jects not for the value of the things themselves, as in purchase and sale, 
but as representations, expressions of each party's value for the other. 
Underlining this insistence is the great attention they pay to the proper 
forms of transaction. 

Exchange is set apart from other transactions in part by the formal 
structure of a double movement, which works to confine and direct its 
semantic and pragmatic possibilities. Objects move at once against the 
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countergifts to which they are by convention opposed (such as metal 
against cloth), and in tandem with counterparts. The former movement 
is one of counterposed categories of things that elicit one another, as the 
categories of givers, yera and ngaba wini, mutually define one another. 
It is called pitaku, the reciprocal relation between one move and its re­
sponse, or the equivalent that covers (tanga) the debt. 

Objects in formal exchange rarely travel alone, however, but are 
matched with other objects. Each animal (or unitary set of animals) is 
represented by its "partner" (gal;a) or "tether" (laiku). This is a small 
valuable, cloth from yera, metal or occasionally its symbolic equivalent, 
paper money, from ngaba wini. If one's prestation or verbal statement is 
to be binding, efficacious, and serious, one must "place it in the basket's 
weave, place it in the offering dish." This refers to the giving of a token 
in an offering dish (tanga li<Ji), along with a small amount of betel pep­
per and areca nut. 30 The objects given in the offering dish are called 
"Sawunese betel pepper" (kuta Hawu). This allusion to the proffered 
betel is a euphemistic displacement, modestly referring neither to the 
prestation nor even to its token, but only to the betel chew amid which, 
as it were, the cloth or metal token is silently discovered. In keeping 
with this trope, the offering dish is treated as if it were being used in the 
ordinary etiquette of receiving guests. Betel is always included with the 
tokens, the dish is then politely passed over to the recipient, and when 
it is eventually returned with a counterprestation, the old betel has been 
replaced with a fresh supply. 

When the prestations are large, are meant to convey several distinct 
intentions, or are to be divided among several recipients, the offering 
dishes are carefully lined up in rows (fig. 8). In marriage exchange, they 
are set out in order of the quantities they represent, the largest to the 
donor's right, "up there" (nai <}.eta), the smallest to his left, "down there" 
(nai wawa). In speech, they are referred to in the same order, from 
"above" to "below," and the speaker usually points to the dish in ques­
tion. With expectations of eventual fertility, like crops in the garden, 
they are "put all in rows, planted in a line." This phrase expresses how 
the row of dishes is itself an icon of the entire procedure, diagrammed 
as an orderly sequence of actions. Another couplet, "the singer's se­
quence, the column of dancers," refers to both dishes and sequence, 
evoking in turn other linear forms of order such as ritual dances and the 
succession of poetic couplets. The combined dish, betel, and token forms 
the "instrument for speaking" (papanewi waingu), grounding the words 



Figure 8. Ngaba wini meet to discuss their resources and sort out the mamuli, 
chains, machetes, and other tokens that will go in the offering dishes at one 
stage of negotiation (Lai Bodi, May 1986). 
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that direct the intended recipient and pragmatic force of the gifts, dwell­
ing on the question raised by any prestation: "Where does it strike?" 
(beya na pinya pawananya?), "Where is its path?" (beya na larana?). 

Built into this are two temporal features, for neither the objects that 
move against each other nor the objects that move along with each other 
are ever exactly co-present. Each is a physical token of a promise made, 
or a commitment fulfilled. The relation is asymmetrical, for tokens in 
the dish appear prior to what they represent: although normally many 
of the animals are only promised for sometimes quite distant or vague 
future delivery (one gives their "shadow" [mawu] or "name" [ngara]), 

the tokens must be present and change hands for the exchange to occur. 
Depending on the category of donor, either cloth or metal can be 

used as "Sawunese betel pepper." This use of tokens to mark intentions 
and situate the act within a larger project is echoed in the use of the of­
fering dish in other transactions and recalls how visitors are received 
each with an individual dish of betel. One reason for the use of the 
offering dish is to formalize the act of giving. As Ubu Logi put it, 'I 
give an offering dish to a visitor so when I serve him/her chicken, s/he 
doesn't just think it happened to die of disease.' The token is a form of 
"proof" (Indo. bukti), a mark or sign (tada) of words and intentions 
that remain after the moment of speaking and giving.31 

The insistent attentiveness given to tokens and dishes implies a latent 
alternative. As Ubu Logi's remark suggests, people are aware of the pos­
sibility that the gift will become detached from the giver and the intent. 
Objects require the reflexive capacity of language if they are to serve 
as fully efficacious media of social relations. One pig, horse, or piece of 
cloth is pretty much like another of its kind: it is words that specify 
what kind of action is being performed, and from whom the prestations 
come, to whom they are directed, and what kind of act they perform.32 

If the transactors do not formally state the name, purpose, donor, or re­
cipient of the gift, it remains "in the dark" (ta kapatang). The recipients 
can know only "what came out" (na ma lauhung). One not unusual 
incident illustrates both the importance of the token and the sheer dif­
ficulty imposed by the formality of exchange. After negotiating a mar­
riage all night, two kal_,isu had reached the stage of relaxed socializing 
after ritual speech was no longer necessary and members of each party 
could come into the same room, share betel and tobacco, and talk to 
one another directly. The leaders and their speakers were totaling up 
the animals given and promised by ngaba wini over the course of the 
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night, using areca nuts as counters. Ngaba wini came up with thirty, 
whereas yera figured thirty-nine. At this, yera reached into their baskets 
and counted out the chains, mamuli, and machetes they had received. 
This took several recounts, as ngaba wini progressively acknowledged 
thirty-two, thirty-four, then thirty-five, while yera persisted in thirty-six 
head. Finally someone remembered that ngaba wini had forgotten to 
count the cow that had been killed to feed the visiting yera, and every­
one broke into relieved laughter. Since twelve head had already physi­
cally passed hands, this left ngaba wini with a debt of twenty-four. Sud­
denly one of the leaders of ngaba wini objected that this total should 
be only twenty-two, since it included two horses whose "destinations" 
(as prestations named "riding horse" and "cotton") had not been men­
tioned during the final count. Angrily yera replied, 'How could that be? 
That would mean you owe us twenty-four! Where's the proof that you 
ever gave us those two?' Without denying the fact that two animals had 
in fact changed hands, in the heat of the moment they challenged the 
claim that those particular named prestations had ever been given, be­
cause ngaba wini had spoken of them but inadvertently had not given 
anything in the offering dish. This meant that if some means of cooling 
tempers and soothing the insulted were not found, yera could make off 
with two head as a free gift. 

The doubling of exchange tokens is also, in part, simply a matter 
of increasing the highly formal character of the event. Like the use of 
poetic language, it frames the event as ceremonial and, by elaborating 
each action, enhances the perception of consequentiality and difficulty. 
Like an elevated register of speech, it frames the act as one instance of a 
highly marked type of action. It embodies general properties of both 
verbal and material signs in Anakalangese exchange, one referent of the 
couplet "shadows on the dry land, reflections on the water" (for an­
other, see chapter 7). What is visible in the dish is a token of something 
that is larger and usually economically more expensive, spoken of in 
words but physically absent. This relation of representation operates 
along two dimensions, for the present and absent objects move in tan­
dem with present and absent persons, namely, the spokesman and the 
party on whose behalf he speaks. The reduplicated forms of exchange 
here, by linking physically manifest persons and tokens to nonmanifest 
agents and goods, support the more general attribution of efficacy to an 
invisible realm, the spirits of the dead and their contribution to the 
charisma of the living. 
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AMBIGUOUS ATIACHMENTS 

Such apparent minutiae as the manipulation of tokens and dishes re­
flect an Anakalangese understanding of action, that formality guaran­
tees purposefulness and helps identify the agent. Underlying this em­
phasis on formality is another supposition about social interaction, that 
nothing can be taken for granted and that the circulation of an object is 
itself insufficient to define the character of the act or actor. Effective ac­
tion requires signs that enable the isolated act to be understood in ref­
erence to a larger project. As a result, the capacity of objects to serve 
semiotically as representations and economically as representatives of 
persons is unstable and requires constant effort to sustain. Recall again 
the quarrel between Arna Koda and Ubu Tara over the torn banner, de­
scribed at the beginning of chapter 2. On the one hand, the conven­
tional meanings that material signs convey are vulnerable to the acci­
dents to which objects are prone. On the other hand, so strong is the 
general expectation that objects will signify, that Arna Koda resists in­
terpreting anything as accidental. The respect accorded to a ngaba wini 
(Arna Koda) by his yera (Ubu Tara) through the gift of a "banner" is 
readily transformed into the insult of torn cloth. This is made possible 
in part by the way in which material signs expose semantics to objective 
circumstances and in part by the way in which people's manipulation 
of objects constantly works to transform natural qualities into signs of 
persons. If a cloth really represents its transactors, how could a torn 
cloth fail to do so as well? If objects are parts of larger projects, could 
the giving of a torn cloth be only an isolated incident? 

The use of the offering dish rests on the assumptions that people are 
fundamentally inscrutable yet the world is full of interpretable signs. 
Exchange works at the intersection of these two conditions, with the 
result that both the temporal extension of particular acts into effective 
projects and the identification of persons with things require ongoing 
effort. If a prestation elicits a counterprestation, part of the value of that 
completed round of exchange lies in the possibility that it might not 
have done so.33 If a round of exchanges constructs the identities of the 
transactors, and serves each to recognize the other, slippage represents 
the possibility of denial and shame. Conversely, success is conceptual­
ized not in the orderly or mechanical workings of reciprocity but in 
gambles won. 

The social and cosmological powers of exchange cannot be located 
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fully in labor, use, or market values, or iconism, or conventional sym­
bolism, or even an a priori bond between person and possession like the 
Maori hau of the gift (Mauss [1925] 1990). The potential for expansive 
agency that exchange possesses is not found in the objects alone but 
in the repeated events wherein they are transacted, in the links forged 
among sequences of events, and in the words spoken as the objects 
move. The ongoing effort that Anakalangese must put into exchange 
seems to respond to something to which the Maussian view of ex­
change has given short shrift. Mauss's great insight was to challenge the 
Cartesian obviousness of the distinction between possessing subject and 
possessed object. But the very workings of exchange depend on the fact 
that the identity between the two (however they are characterized in a 
given locality) is not seamless: their relation has a double character. For 
objects to be able to exteriorize and represent their possessors in circu­
lation, they also must in some way be detachable from them. One Ana­
kalangese view of this ambiguous autonomy, and its implications for 
the displacement of agency, is shown in a story Ubu Laiya told me. As a 
wild young man, he stole and even murdered, aided by a stone that en­
dowed him with invulnerability. Eventually, when he came to realize 
that this stone was also interfering with his wife's fertility, he decided to 
get rid of it. 'But you can't do this on purpose. You have to lose it by ac­
cident. So you put it loosely in the fold of your waistcloth and go on a 
long trip. At some point you cross a river and it loses itself.' An object 
that is fully separate from oneself should be easily disposable, but one 
that is fully attached would not be subject to loss this way.34 

In Simmel's ([1907] 1990: 66-67) terms, the desirability of objects 
lies in our perception that they are separate from us and resist our ef­
forts to encompass them. But this separation is only one side of a (his­
torically and culturally specific) relationship, of which the other is that 
possessions are extensions of the self: in acquiring property, like pro­
creation, "the sphere of the individual extends beyond its original lim­
its, and extends into another self which, however, is still 'his"' ((1907] 
1990: 323; emphasis mine). This capacity for "extension" only exists to 
the extent that the object is not fully identified with the subject. It fol­
lows from this double character of objects that the subject must engage 
actively with them, that possession is a form of acti?n ([1907] 1990: 
302-305). And, at least in Anakalang, that action is implicated with the 
actions of others. 

The relentless work-and the formality, the politics, the talk, the at­
tentiveness-demanded by Anakalangese exchange seems to be one way 

Things of Value 93 

of responding to these circumstances. Exteriorization and objectifica­
tion work hand in hand with detachability and mobility. Herein lies both 
the promise and the risk posed by things, as vehicles of representation. 
Sent into circulation, they can extend the identity and agency of their 
transactors. By the same token, they may become lost to those whom 
they would serve. The capacity of the prestation to stand for its owner 
over the course of its travels is not an inherent property of objects them­
selves, but requires human activities and interactions to sustain. These 
activities include the work of speech, which at once constrains the threat 
that things will escape those who hold them, yet whose representational 
forms threaten speakers with distinct kinds of loss. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

Loaded Terms 

Is this a baptism? No,-say the ablest canonists; inasmuch as 

the radix of each word is thereby torn up .... But in the case 

cited, continued Kysacrius, where patrim is out for patris, 

(ilia for filij, and so on-as it is a fault only in the declension, 

and the roots of the words continue untouch'd ... [this] does 

not in any sort hinder the baptism. 

Sterne, The Life and Opinions of 
Tristram Shandy, Gent. IV 

Recognizing the problematic character of material objects as repre­
sentational media, Anakalangese are quite explicit about the need to 
bind them to words. Animals killed undirected by proper speech will die 
"startled" (katatak), their spirits going astray; gifts for which the path 
(Iara) has not been spoken are essentially lost to the giver as debts 
and representatives. Like material objects, to be efficacious these words 
must be formally constrained and elevated above the condition of ev­
eryday circulation: they must be "loaded onto a boat, mounted onto a 
horse" (pahailu ngidi tenangu, pawuatu ngidi jarangu). I know of only 
one occasion when someone tried to negotiate a marriage without using 
ritual speech, but the sense of squalor and hostility it produced is in­
structive. The groom was a Timorese orphan who had been raised in 
an Anakalangese family, the bride a woman whose deceased father had 
been a policeman from Flores and whose mother was from another part 
of west Sumba. Nonetheless, in 1987 the two parties met and attempted 
to carry out a scaled-down negotiation. The speaker for the woman's 
family was a minor official who prided himself on his knowledge of 
customary procedures (lndo. adat). This knowledge turned out to be all 
theory and no practice as he quickly floundered. Attempting to save the 
day, he suggested that they switch to the "adat of Christianity" (an adat 
whose existence no one else would acknowledge) and began speaking 
in Indonesian. Ngaba wini protested vehemently at the shift in both 
register and language, but eventually the negotiation stumbled on to a 
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conclusion.1 Humiliated, yera's speaker disappeared even before the 
women had finished cooking the concluding meal. When I returned in 
1993, ngaba wini was still referring to the event with resentment and 
deeply offended self-esteem, saying that they had been treated not as 
"humans" (tau rara) but like blocks of wood. It is not clear what kinds 
of relations they will have with their affines over the years, but certainly 
yera's ability to call on the moral obligations of ngaba wini is seriously 
impaired. Cattle, cloth, pigs, and gold have passed between the two par­
ties, but they entail little more than tokens detached from their donors 

' wealth with no strings attached. 
A growing body of research on poetics, performance, and linguistic 

pragmatics has shown with great subtlety the multiple powers of for­
mal speech. What the approach to Anakalangese ritual speech that I 
undertake here adds is a sense of how ritual speech can also render prob­
lematic the efforts of speakers to find in it a fully stable and unchal­
lengeable ground for their actions. Viewed in relation to material ob­
jects, ritual speech functions to complete their passage from one party to 
another, to delimit their meanings, to direct their effects, to assure their 
identification with their possessors, and to cast their transmission within 
an ancestral frame of action. As a component of representational prac­
tice, ritual speech is critical to what I have called "recognition," and 
thus to constructing the agency and authority of those who wield it. It 
works to assure that what might be but a momentary happening is in 
fact a repeatable instance of a general kind of act-not the fortuitous 
demise of a chicken, for instance, but the hospitable offer of a meal. It 
does so by weaving around actions a rich metaphorical text, through 
less salient effects of its formal properties and in the dynamics of per­
formance. In the process, ritual speech mingles the voices of living indi­
viduals with those attributable to the ancestral collectivity in whose name 
they try to speak. Many of the problems that ritual speech poses are 
effects of this implicit heteroglossia: no matter how authoritative the 
forms of speech, they never fully succeed in transcending the speakers 
and the moment in which they speak. Although ritual speech provides 
speakers with a medium of authority-one that establishes a hierarchi­
cal relation among not only genres of speech but kinds of speakers­
it also limits their powers. Although it serves as a source of ancestral 
meanings, it also locates its speakers within a diminished present. In the 
process of endowing groups with agency, it also limits their ability to 
control or take responsibility for the outcomes of their actions. As it 
proclaims order, it implies slippage and the risks of failure. 
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When people in Anakalang talk about ritual speech, they usually 
focus on its most prominent feature, the canon of couplets that has 
been handed down from the ancestors. Although they may stress the 
unchanging nature of these couplets, in practice much of the effective­
ness of ritual speech lies in the ability of speakers to use them innova­
tively. Performance thus bears an ambivalent relationship to its context. 
It should simultaneously elevate specific actors and their actions to a 
plane that transcends the immediate context while at the same time re­
maining strategically responsive to the particular circumstances of the 
event. This dual character, reflecting the problems of performativity 
raised by Austin and Derrida that I discussed in chapter 1, draws on 
several functions of language that make it possible to cite, quote, and 
use "ancestral" forms of speech. I argue that the authority and difficul­
ties of ritual speech arise in part from its mediating position between 
ancestral order and actual events. This mediation is dialectical insofar as 
it does not simply attempt to fit actual events into a preexisting tem­
plate but also works to construct in concrete forms the very ancestral 
order that it appears to reproduce. Correlatively, it mediates the actions 
of individuals and the agency of larger groups. Ritual speech-elabo­
rating on certain common properties of language-works both to lo­
cate itself within a presupposable social context and to create a social 
context around the moment of utterance. This is the verbal aspect of 
the dialectic of recognition, the construction of given actions and actors 
as recognizable types. Through this double process, speakers help ob­
jectify the identities of the groups on whose behalf they speak and those 
that they face. Mutually constructing each other as social subjects, they 
also mutually challenge one another to recognize them and be recog­
nized. Such constructions are subject both to the slippages to which 
mediations are prone and to the politics inherent to interaction. Each 
party's claims to ancestral authority are, potentially, subject to miscon­
strual or denial by the other. 

The high formality with which these challenges take place thus 
should not obscure the fact that their outcomes are not foregone con­
clusions. A ritual speaker does not only take on an ancestral voice, he or 
she also indexes the fact of not speaking colloquially. As a strategy of 
avoidance, ritual speech suggests that interaction is often a difficult and 
agonistic as well as a cooperative and dialogic enterprise. Successful in­
teraction can be socially creative, but slippage and pragmatic misfire 
point to failures that can produce political and economic consequences. 
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This element of risk, as both positive challenge and negative threat, is 
already implicit in the treatment of exchange valuables, a particular con­
struction of more general properties of social action. The chapters that 
follow will ask what is being avoided and explore the nature of this 
risk. In this chapter, however, I will first describe the formal resources 
that at once constrain and construct it. 

LANGUAGE IDEOLOGY 

It is impossible to overlook the extraordinary position of ritual speech 
in Sumbanese society. The words of the ancestors (Ii marapu) are crucial 
not only to formal interactions but also to how people talk about the 
distinctive identity and value of being Sumbanese within the contem­
porary Indonesian world. 2 From early in the colonial period, written 
accounts of Sumba have been laden with quoted couplets, and even a 
casual visitor in the 1990s was likely to be impressed with the ubiquity 
and prestige of ritual speech. Even if the visitor does not attend a rit­
ual or negotiation, she is likely at least to hear people identify their vil­
lages by their couplet names. Ritual speech rivals cattle and kinship as 
a popular topic of daily conversation. While the actual performance is 
more restricted, many-perhaps most-adult men and women pride 
themselves in being able to sprinkle couplets in their speech with the 
ease and aesthetic pleasure with which educated English speakers once 
quoted Shakespeare and Cicero. Like such speakers, Anaklangese men 
and women tend to assume that ritual embodies what is most impor­
tant in cultural knowledge and thus to insist that it ought to be the pri­
mary concern of the ethnographer. Nonetheless, the salience and value 
of speech must be examined critically and the temptation to mine ritual 
speech for its contents alone must be weighed with this question in 
mind (Irvine 1979: 779). In this chapter I will stress a second problem 
as well: although ritual speech is often analyzed as a source of author­
ity, in Anakalang it is also implicated in the limits and paradoxes of au­
thority as well. 

To approach the value and defining characteristics of ritual speech, it 
is useful to begin-although not to end-with Anakalangese language 
ideology. By this I mean speakers' own assumptions and understand­
ings about "the nature of language in the world" (Rumsey 1990: 346; 
see Woolard 1992). Such assumptions affect both how people perceive 
language and how they use it. At its most apparent, language ideology 
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often dwells on differences among languages and speech styles, provid­
ing explanations for the perceived superiority of one over another, re­
flecting and justifying social hierarchies. Language ideologies may oper­
ate in less apparent ways as well, however. For example, although 
language functions at many levels simultaneously, speakers will tend to 
focus on some functions over others. Thus it has been argued that, for 
cultural, historical, and linguistic reasons, English speakers are inclined 
to see the default or unmarked function of language to serve as a vehi­
cle for making propositions, true or false statements about the world 
(Silverstein 1979). In contrast, Ilongot, for example, see language first in 
terms of directives, as a means of getting people to do things (Rosal do 
1973, 1982). How people understand their language to function can 
both reflect their concepts of person and agency and in turn help shape 
how they act. Thus the uses of language and the forms that are most 
valued in a given society can provide special insight into the powers that 
speakers are trying to draw on. Language ideology, however, is only 
partly captured in what people say about language. People's talk about 
language is likely to be less nuanced than their practical but tacit un­
derstandings that are embedded in how they actually use language. 

Anakalangese ritual speech has many sorts of value. It can be seen, 
for instance, as an index of undying tradition, an emblem of local iden­
tity, a high art, or a metaphor-laden "dictionary of culture" (Kapita 
1987). For many Anakalangese, however, what is most important is its 
efficacy. To speak effectively is to "shake the leaves from the tree, make 
the vines echo," to make things happen. One's own speech can cause 
others to loosen their grip on valuables that one desires, or can soften 
the demands of stern affines. Some forms of speech have direct physical 
effects. People say that when the raja Umbu Sappy Pateduk dragged his 
enormous stone tomb, "Most Macho," it would not budge until the 
great ratu Umbu Marabi's chanting induced it to move (a similar feat 
was supposed to have been accomplished just a couple of years before I 
arrived). Ubu Dongu told me his father's war oratory caused horses to 
rear up, the ground to shake, and the water to spill from the jugs. When 
ratus and experts in marriage negotiation boast of their skills, they 
often contrast their words to physical labor. Ratu Joka told me that he 
never goes to his gardens, because his voice works for him. He claims 
that every piece of cloth he owns has been given to him for his services. 

Having visited ratu Joka at work in his garden many times, I know 
he exaggerates, but his way of boasting echoes the claims people make 
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for the ancestors, whose extraordinary powers testify to their superior 
command of speech. When one man was explaining to me the meaning 
of "bitter" (paita) in its sense of "being tabooed, filled with superhu­
man power," he summarized the point by saying, 'It's like the marapu: 
when they say something, it happens.' For instance, when on their orig­
inal trek across the seven seas and eight skies the ancestors were blocked 
by a wall of gold, one of them cried out to summon the lightning and 
whirlwind that shattered it. When Ubu Pabal sought the hand of Rabu 
Robu in marriage, her father set up a series of obstacles for him to over­
come. These obstacles required him to tame the wild, which he accom­
plished with his voice alone: when he called the wild pig and the forest 
hen, they obeyed. Such deeds exemplify what the living might hope for 
from speech. No one now seriously expects to shatter walls by voice 
alone, but the stories suggest the desirability of being able to do so. 
Such stories identify ancestral speech with agency that will never fail. 
Its powers can overcome any obstacle raised by the material world, 
any challenge posed by social others. The agency embodied in ancestral 
speech, at the limits, is self-sufficient, requires no cooperation with oth­
ers and no bodily activity other than the action of the voice alone. In 
such a world, the constraints imposed by contemporary social interac­
tion can be surpassed: true ancestral speech may even obviate the need 
for material exchange. Thus Ubu Sebu obtained Rabu Kareri as his wife 
through his ability to summon rain with his voice. People shake their 
heads with envy when they add, he didn't have to use gold to get her. 
What sets the ancestors apart from the living is that for them, there was 
no gap between word and world. Their descendants aspire to master at 
least some of this potency through the use of ritual speech, which icon­
ically reproduces ancestral words and indexically proclaims the speak­
er's links to ancestral powers. 

Ancestral stories suggest that when Anakalangese imagine what it 
would be like to escape the constraints of everyday sociability and its 
politics, they often focus on formal speech (even though some, as I have 
noted, identify this speech with politics). But since in everyday life peo­
ple palpably lack ancestral powers, they must look to other than every­
day varieties of language for powerful speech. Just as formal exchange 
takes some of its meaning by contrast to other kinds of transaction, so 
ritual speech stands out against the background of everyday ways of 
talking. Anakalangese sometimes also say that "in truth" ((Jakalanga) 

all Sumbanese speak a single language; it just happens that everyday 
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speech hides this unity. When people use "in truth" like this, they are 
often pointing away from the actual conditions of things and toward 
the fully authoritative forms from which they have lapsed (thus a vil­
lage may "in truth" have twelve houses, although only two are now 
standing). As some people put it, at the time of Babel, we all spoke a 
single tongue. Ritual speech is all that remains of that original unity. To 
support this assertion, they can point to the fact that Anakalangese rit­
ual speech makes use of words from other Sumbanese languages. As a 
result, people say, a good ritual speaker should in principle be able to 
function anywhere on the island-that this does not work out in prac­
tice must be due to the fact that no one now alive knows ritual speech 
as well as the ancestors did. This aspect of language ideology correlates 
the powers of ritual speech with spatial extension, social unity, and an­
tiquity. It contrasts ritual speech to everyday speech, associating the 
latter with the general contemporary condition of spatial constriction 
(dialects distributed among small localities), conflict, and recentness. It 
posits an originary state of unity, the possible return to which is im­
plied, but never entirely achieved, in actual moments of ritual speaking. 
To appropriate Bakhtin's description of relations between standard and 
nonstandard languages, "A unitary language is not something given but 
is always in essence posited-and at every moment of its linguistic life it 
is opposed to the realities of heteroglossia" (1981: 270). 

Since differences among local languages are ideally subsumed under 
the unity granted by ritual speech, the most salient feature of Anaka­
langese language ideology is the distinction between ritual and non­
ritual speech. Although in practice there is a continuum between them, 
the two poles form a conceptual contrast. Ritual speech (teda, loluku, or 
synecdochically, kajiala, negotiation speech) was created by the ances­
tors. It is the canonical vehicle of formal and effective spoken com­
munication, "the customary words of negotiation, the line of words of 
speech" (pata Ii kajia/a, Iola Ii panewi), an icon of ancestral order.3 Non­
ritual speech is essentially the residual category, an unmarked term, un­
adorned panewi.4 Their differences correlate with those among occa­
sions, places, times, and kinds of speakers. "Worthless talk" (panewi 
onga) and gossipy "wind talk" (panewi ngilu) are associated with the 
heat of day, impermanent garden hamlets, and women and young men, 
or other people unlikely or unable to engage in public expressions of 
authority. In contrast, the most important ritual speech should occur in 
the cool of the night (appropriate for blessing) and is associated with 
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ancestral villages and the acts of male elders. Unlike ritual speech, col­
loquial speech is not restricted to specified locations. It occurs in market, 
hamlet, and garden, takes unregulated forms, and is unaccompanied by 
material gifts or offerings. s 

Colloquial speech, in this view, represents some of the threats against 
which ritual speech must protect itself. This can be seen in the prayers 
and offerings that must be made at the close of a night of orations. They 
raise the orators' words up into the house, lest they go astray and fail to 
reach their destination, remaining exposed in the plaza. Material offer­
ings and accompanying prayer seek to assure that those words "not be 
chilled in the rain, idle in the sun," and thereby bring on misfortune. Such 
figures treat speech as potentially mobile, detachable from its speaker 
and those on whose behalf he or she speaks. 

Ritual speech also differs from colloquial speech in its proper speak­
ers. Unlike members of more rigidly sex-segregated societies, Anakalan­
gese do not make a point of insisting that women must not perform 
ritual speech. Rather, they tacitly understand that it is not quite appro­
priate for them to do so, more a matter of contingency than rule (see 
Tsing 1990).6 Young people are also inappropriate as speakers of most 
genres of ritual speech, since they lack both biographical experience 
and generational proximity to forebears. Certain demanding tasks, how­
ever, such as marriage negotiation, are best handled by vigorous men in 
midcareer. Rank is a somewhat more complicated matter, for although 
ritual speech is associated with the values supposedly exemplified by no­
bility, nobles tend (with many exceptions) to delegate speech to others. 
For all the value attributed to ritual speech, the act of using it does not 
endow its speaker with high status. As will become apparent in chapter 
6, possession of a speaking voice is not itself the best evidence for the 
locus of agency. 

PARALLELISM 

In Anakalang, as across Sumba, the compositional heart of ritual 
speech is a large canon of couplets; a compilation from east Sumba con­
tains 3,187 such couplets (Kapita 1987). These couplets are said to 
have been created by the first ancestors and to have been passed down 
to the living unaltered, except for the inevitable losses due to forgetting. 
Most people assert that no one ever invents or adds to the existing body 
of couplets, that prerogative being confined to the earliest origins of 



Figure 9. Ratu Umhu Kana Dapa Namung performs oratory at the edge of the 
village plaza (Peru, December 1986). 
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cultural things.7 In doing so, they associate invention with other forms 
of indiscretion, in which the speaker asserts his agency to the point of 
usurpation. 

Sumbanese couplets are organized by a strong version of the paral­
lelism that marks a wide range of ritual and poetic traditions, from the 
biblical Psalms to Mayan prayers (see the survey in Fox 1971). In Ana­
kalang both lines of a couplet normally have the same syntax, and with 
varying degrees of strictness, the second line matches the first seman­
tically. The most straightforward way couplets form this matching is 
through repetition, treating the line as a frame in which one word can 
vary: 

na ma kayisa da <;laitu 
na ma kayisa <;la kaliangu 

the one who receives the shoulder burdens 
the one who receives the head burdens 

More common is a sort of paraphrase, in which the second line repeats 
the sense of the first in different words: 

na pawolu tau kawunga 
na parawi tau madaingu 

promised by the first people 
committed by ancient people 

Paraphrase, however, is only one of a wide range of ways in which 
the couplets form equivalents between their components. For example, 
words may be paired according to semantic analogy (boat-horse), in­
dexical links to a shared referent (dog-horse: conventional hunting com­
panions of males), antonymy (ascend-descend), and hyponymy (body­
teeth). 

Many terms are paired simply by their membership in the same se­
mantic set, such as color terms and place-names. Such terms are some­
times optional, and are important for allowing speakers to improvise 
with the materials available. For example, the couplet 

Iara Ii 
ada pala 

can be expanded to become 

Iara liya 
pali waingu jaraya 

ta pali Laboya 
ada palaya 

papala waingu tauya 
ta papala Wanukaka 

followed path 
crossing trail 

followed path there 
for horses to follow 

going the Laboyan way 
crossing trail there 

for people to cross 
crossing the Wanukakan way 
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In such couplets, the place-names, like color terms, appear to serve a 
largely prosodic function, with perhaps the additional effect of suggest­
ing the encompassing power of the register by explicitly denoting spatial 

distances. 
Although the vast bulk of couplets preserve syntactic as well as se-

mantic parallelism, some lack either. This is especially evident in place­
names, such as the formal name of the sacred village Lai Tarung, Black 
Topknot, Stone Pillar (Metungu Kawuku, Kal;>aringu Watu). This cou­
plet has two revealing properties. First, what primarily unite the two 
lines are their links to a shared referent, in this case, to one unusual 
house in the center of the village. The first line is itself a metaphor for its 
roof thatching, comparing it to a ratu's hairstyle. The second line refers 
to the stone pillars that make this house unique. The second property 
this couplet illustrates is that the parallelisms between individual words 
(black-stone, topknot-pillar) are not found elsewhere in the canon and 
show no evidence of significant underlying semantic relations evident in 
other contexts. It is the lines, not words, that form pairs, which, as I 
will argue, has further implications for the meaning of parallelism in 

Anakalang. 
Does the power of ritual speech lie in its metaphorical richness? 

After all, parallelism has been interesting to anthropologists and lin­
guists in part because it seems to promise a key to the central meta­
phors of a culture. To ask this question requires a closer look at how 
pairing works. In Sumba, although parallel couplets set up equivalents 
among words, discrete pairs of words are not themselves the working 
units of ritual speech, and they rarely occur in isolation. Instead, entire 
lines pair with entire lines. As a result, in Anakalangese ritual speech, 
parallelism of individual words is shaped by co-occurrence conven­
tions. That is, ancestral mandate binds words not only to their equiva­
lents in other lines but also to the rest of the words in the same line: in 

the couplet 

jara ma padewa 
asu ma pa-ura 

horse of the spirit 
dog of fate 

it is not sufficient to observe that "horse" pairs with "dog," "spirit" 
with "fate" (a paradigmatic relation). It is also important to maintain 
the link between "horse" and "spirit," "dog" and "fate." Syntagmatic 
conventions link "horse" with "spirit" as well as with "dog": to switch 
.. spirit" and "fate" would be a solecism. But it is not primarily the 
semantic structure of the couplet that guides the listener. The listener 

Loaded Terms 105 

can usually distinguish which lines pair with which by sound (prosody, 
breath groups, and intonation) or synrax. In practice, moreover, Ana­
kalangese listeners are likely already to know the couplets being used, 
because the most common speech events tend to be structured around a 
limited range of conventional choices. 

Normally each line is syntactically self-contained: in those cases in 
which it does not form a canonically complete sentence, the second line 
adds nothing to make it so. In addition, the syntactic structure of each 
line of a couplet is identical to that with which it is paired-but not 
necessarily any other adjacent lines. As a result of these two conditions 

' the second line contributes nothing further to the linguistic structure 
of the whole couplet. The formal self-containment of each line is at 
once reflected and overridden by performance style. On the one hand, a 
speaker will often accentuate the boundary between the two lines with 
a pronounced pause: "to the opened mat-[pause]-to the proffered pil­
low" (ta tapu na pawalahu-ta nula pakacorungu). On the other hand, 
speakers and listeners clearly share a strong sense that a single line is 
not complete until the second line is spoken. This is reflected in two 
ways. The intonation of the first line often rises to a final peak, creating 
a sense of incompleteness that requires the descending profile of the sec­
ond line to complete it. To leave the second line unspoken would also 
leave the intonation profile of the couplet hanging, as it were, in midair. 
As if to forestall this possibility, listeners sometimes pronounce the sec­
ond line, especially if the speaker pauses too long or stumbles over it. So 
tightly associated are the two lines that citation of one is sufficient to 
evoke the other. In casual conversation, I have often heard one person 
mention one line of a couplet only to have a second fill in the next line, 
as one might complete a friend's half-expressed thought. 

That Anakalangese emphasize the couplet (rather than either indi­
vidual pairs of words or longer units) can be seen in the way in which 
they refer to specific ritual acts, by citing a crucial couplet, which they 
do not decompose into constituents. Often it is sufficient to mention 
only the first line of the pair, since one line evokes the other. For exam­
ple, part of a marriage negotiation is framed by the formal act of feed­
ing the guests, which can be referred to in ordinary speech by the first 
line of the couplet summarizing the often lengthy invitation, to "eat 
the rice, drink the water." In Anakalangese talk about talk, or meta­
'8nguage, one line is the "partner" or "fellow traveler" (gal;>a) of the 
other. This term focuses on the fact that two lines occur in a sequence 
and are both present in a single stretch of discourse (rather than, say, 
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existing in paradigmatic alternation, as "complements" or "replace­
ments," as hepa of one another, which would stress the fact that where 
one is present, the other is absent). 

I stress this point because it has implications for how we move from 
couplet to society and culture. It is tempting to identify pairs of terms 
with other pairing phenomena in society, such as the pairing up of ratus 
in major rituals (Keane 1990: 95-102). This identification was encour­
aged by the Dutch tradition of interest in dual structures in the region­
recall Onvlee's description of the Mangili conduit in chapter 2 (see Forth 
1988: 130; Needham 1980; van Wouden (1935] 1968). Indeed, it is 
abundantly clear that in Anakalangese cosmological aesthetics, to have 
authority and completeness, things typically must be in pairs. It is less 
clear, however, what can be learned of a cultural order from the cou­
plet. Couplets manifest a strong formal preference for pair formation, 
but this does not necessarily mean that the results-the particular pairs-­
can be identified directly with the process itself. Furthermore, if we de­
vote our greatest attention to the most salient bearer of semantic meaning, 
the lexeme, it may lead us to lay too much weight on the apparently 
context-free semantic content, at the expense of the other dimensions 
of the contexts in which couplets appear, such as their position within 
larger texts, the place of those texts within performance5> and the artic­
ulation of spoken performance with the circulation of objects. 

INTERPRETING COUPLETS 

Parallelistic couplets have attracted much scholarly interest for the 
potential insights they offer into questions both universal and local in 
scope. The first approach is closely identified with the work of Roman 
Jakobson (1960), who sees parallelism, very broadly defined, as the core 
principle of poetics that underlies the rhetorical efficacy even of simple 
slogans such as "I like Ike." Parallelism is not restricted to semantics (as 
in juxtaposed words), phonology (as in rhyme schemes), or prosody (as 
in meter) but can occur at all linguistic levels: thus even the micro rhet­
oric of the slogan "I like Ike" draws both on phonological structure 
(the series of identical vowels and the pair of identical consonants) and 
the subliminal semantics which playfully embeds the subject "I" within 
the object of its fondness, "Ike," and "Ike" in turn within the verb "like." 

jakobson's enthusiasm has been criticized for having too powerful 
an explanatory force. If one can find sets of symmetries and equivalents 
in apparently endless proliferation, it becomes difficult to establish what 
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poetic structures are pertinent in any given instance. Analysis must be 
guided by some sort of constraint. One such guide can be attention to 
poetic functions (Silverstein 1976) or effects (Culler 1975). As Jakob­
son's critics point out, language provides an embarrassing richness of 
possible equivalents. In practice, parallelism selects those equivalents 
that are relevant and powerful, those that are latent within speakers' 
knowledge of their own language and that draw on matters of particu­
lar value or interest. Thus, for the speaker, parallelism can often make 
a message especially convincing through the somatic force of repeated 
sound structures that create equivalences that subliminally appeal to 
what everyone already knows. For the outsider, parallelism can provide 
some insight into what the poets and their audiences themselves intu­
itively consider to be the most interesting equivalents. 

Because the poetic traditions of eastern Nusa Tenggara are so highly 
valued and rely so heavily on parallelism, this latter approach has prom­
ised a special key to local worldviews. James Fox (1974, 1975), follow­
ing Jakobson, analyzes canonical parallelism as a way of discovering se­
mantic networks. He describes the ritual speech of Roti (an island east 
of Sumba, near Tunor) as resting on the foundation of a basic lexicon of 
terms whose pairings with other terms form a stable semantic network. 
The terms do not simply form pairs haphazardly but exist in a hierar­
chy: primary symbols, such as "tree," organize more peripheral ones, 
such as "stone," "lontar palm," "east," by virtue of the fact that each 
of the latter can pair with the former (Fox 1975: 119).• In a further 
extrapolation from couplet to performance context, Fox argues that 
the lexical pairings represent a premise of the rituals in which they oc­
cur. In Roti, then, the problem posed by Jonathan Culler is apparendy 
resolved by the cultural ontology that determines the hierarchy among 
symbols. Conversely, the analysis of poetic form (parallel couplets) leads 
us to underlying semantic relations, which are evidence in turn of a ba­
sic cultural ordering of the world.9 In ritual speech, the privileged form 
these relations take is that of metaphor.10 

Fox's insight, in developing Jakobson, was to emphasize how the 
very form of the couplet creates meaningful tropes. The matching up of 
terms (for instance, their placement in the same position in successive 
lines of a couplet) implies a semantic comparison between them. Thus 
many of the pairings mentioned suggest analogies between two terms 
(boat with horse) or relate both to an implicit third term (men are ex­
emplified by their relations to dogs and horses). Like other metaphors, 
those formed by pairings foreground selected aspects of a term over 
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others: when "pig" is paired with "chicken," it is in terms of its place in 
a domestic economy associated with women's work; when paired with 
"shrimp," as something netted or trapped; when paired with "mon­
key," as a wild animal that leaves tracks that can be difficult (for men) 
to follow. In addition, the fact that Anakalangese couplets convention­
ally form links not only between lines but within each line as well adds 
another dimension of possible metaphor. Such conventions may or may 
not embody semantic and cosmological principles, but a couplet like 
"horse of the spirit, dog of the soul" forms a secondary trope (horses 
have or are like spirits) in addition to the primary one (horses are like 
dogs). 

Although many couplets are composed of individual lines that them­
selves are metaphors ("white horse finish line"), in other cases the figu­
rative character only becomes apparent in the conjunction of the two 
lines and other evidence of formality. For example, formal reception of 
visitors is referred to with otherwise quite ordinary phrases, "drink wa­
ter, eat cooked rice." Looking, then, from the constituent units of the 
couplet to the resulting whole, we can see another aspect of its tropes. 
Unlike many everyday metaphors, in the juxtapositions created by par­
allelism each line can serve as figure and ground by turn. The couplet as 
a whole, then, appears to be a metaphor for a third term, that which 
might otherwise be denoted in colloquial speech. Thus one might de­
note "going to visit yera" (laupa lai yera) with the couplet "arrive at the 
horse's face, come to the dog's snout" (taka ta haga jara, toma ta ora 
ahu). Here horse's muzzle and dog's snout each symmetrically figures 
the other, while at the same time, as a pair, they asymmetrically figure 
the colloquial phrase.11 

The metaphor-creating character of couplets has two general effects 
on ritual speech as a register. One is that it compounds the strangeness 
of ritual speech imparted by noncanonical syntax and some esoteric vo­
cabulary.12 Even experienced ritual speakers comment on the difficulty 
of figurative language, some claiming that this proves that the ances­
tors, who used it all the time, were more able and intelligent than the 
present generation. A second effect is that the entire register seems to 
bear a metatrope in its own right. If there is any overriding principle 
organizing the semantic field of Anakalangese ritual speech, it is that 
powerful or valuable matters tend to be figured in terms of humble com­
ponents of everyday life (seagulls, tree stumps, hearthstones, pillows). 
This pattern can be read as itself a reigning trope of deference: the very 
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greatness of the matters spoken of is implied by the exaggerated humil­
ity of the terms in which they are put. 

The value and meaning of couplets, however, is not a matter of meta­
phor alone. For one thing, a large portion of the pairings made in ritual 
speech do not create significant metaphors. For example, paraphrases 
often draw on straightforward synonymy (pairing, for example, taka 
with toma, both meaning "to arrive") or closely related terms from 
the same semantic field ("master," mauri, and "owner," mangu). Some 
couplets are formed by taking equivalents from other Sumbanese lan­
guages, such as the Anakalangese and Lolinese words for "dog" (ahu 
and bongga).13 The couplet "veil the flint, smoke secretly" (takul ma 
regi, bubat kal;mni) uses words that Anakalangese identify as com­
ing from both Weyewa (takul) and Laboya (bubat). Although this may 
accentuate the esoteric or encompassing claims of the register, such 
synonymy-through-translation does not in itself seem to produce se­
mantic effects. Furthermore, in many cases the metaphors seem to be so 
obvious as to be semantically trivial. Sometimes the couplet simply elab­
orates on an existing expression in colloquial speech. For example, to 

denote "tomorrow," literally "daybreak" (na wehangu), one may use 
the couplet "at daybreak on the land, at the sun's rising" (na wehangu 
na tana, na hunga na hadei). Yet another aspect of couplets that mili­
tates against a strongly metaphorical interpretation is the ceremonial 
form of proper nouns. Any place and person that might be referred to 
in ritual speech has both an everyday and an elevated form, the latter 
being a couplet. Typically, but not exclusively, the first line is the collo­
quial name, often extended with a modifier: Ratu Valley is formally Ratu 
Cave Valley, Monkey Lake Hollow. The couplet form of personal names 
is made by joining the husband's name to that of his (principal) wife. In 
the case of place-names such as Black Topknot, Stone Pillar (cited above), 
it is the formal fact of being in a pair that seems to be most important, 
as semantic and syntactic parallelism can be dispensed with. The poetic 
opportunism displayed by the wide range of techniques for creating 
couplets suggests that the formation of pairs is more important than a 
single cultural semantics. 

It is a commonplace in Sumba that it is impossible to "translate" rit­
ual speech. But what does that mean? Not, I take it, that there is no 
possible word-by-word equivalence to be found in the vocabulary of 
Indonesian. Nor does it mean that there exists no Anakalangese meta­
language by which a stretch of speech can be glossed. Something else 
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seems to be at issue. There is no normal situation in which one might find 
oneself interested directly with the semantics of couplets. Provoked by 
my own labors, Anakalangese relished admonishing me with an anec­
dote-well worn by the time of my departure-that suggests how the 
exegetical context is not local but arises in contact with outsiders. It 
concerns a Dutch student who had done research there about fifteen 
years before. Inquiring into ritual speech, he would first seek literal 
translations. For example, he elicited the fact that the couplet ielineka na 
jara pakaletigu, laijuneka na ahu papawuiiagu, an expression that refers 
to one's act of oratory, meant "my riding horse leaps, my summoned 
dog jumps." With this, to my initial bewilderment, the anecdote would 
end, with chuckles all around. Eventually I concluded that the humor, 
so obvious as not to require stating, is that it expresses a faux pas: the 
Dutchman, normally associated with cosmopolitan knowledge, great 
wealth, and power, reveals his vulgarity by focusing on the obvious, 
misdirecting his attention from the real import of the expression. What 
is lost in the translation of a ritual text? People's response to the anec­
dote (and their occasional reluctance to provide me with glasses) sug­
gests that a single-minded concern with semantics alone misses out on 
crucial pragmatic functions of speech: for example, how poetic style in­
dexes a high register, how the iconic form of the couplet supports the as­
sociation with ancestral completeness, how performance displays the au­
thority of the speaker, how the right choice of words defines a context 
and brings results. Literal rendition is to translate everything but what 
counts. 

If ritual speech generates metaphors, it does not do so productively. 
Sumbanese couplets are supposed to come from a fixed set. By the time 
most people have reached adulthood, they have heard the vast majority 
of couplets hundreds, perhaps thousands, of times. Couplets are neither 
newly created nor newly to be understood: they do not have a "hidden 
meaning" to be worked out on the basis of information fully present 
at the moment of utterance. Anakalangese listeners are not in the posi­
tion of the ethnographer who approaches the poetry of ritual language 
with a fresh ear and finds in its metaphors new meanings. In contrast 
to the work of the ethnographer, that of the typical listener does not 
force confrontation of couplets as revelatory and requiring exegesis. The 
role of the ethnographer who seeks in the couplet a direct representation 
of a cultural code is a unique one in this regard and encounters ritual 
speech in an unprecedented interpretive situation. This certainly does 
not disqualify semantic discoveries, but it does suggest that they should 
be situated in relation to the formal and pragmatic dimensions of speech. 
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One aspect of ritual speech that is lost in translation is the way in 
which formality-the fact of following an overt rule and the associated 
notion of completeness--gives meaning to the couplets. In the case of 
names, for example, the canonical form is directed not by metaphor or 
some other referential capacity. Rather, the canonical name is shaped by 
the requirement that it exist as a double and that it thereby fit into, that 
is, be capable of serving as a unit in, formal speech. This, of course, ac­
cords with the prominence and importance of dyadic forms in general 
throughout East Nusa Tenggara. There may be a more specific aspect to 
this as well. The paired form of the couplet may serve as an icon of suc­
cessful social difference-with-conjunction, coexisting with the ideals of 
encounter and exchange that characterize most formal speech events in 
Anakalang. For the line only "means," both as metaphor and as poetic 
unit, when conjoined with its appropriate partner. It is important to 
recognize the difference in analytical levels here: it is not likely that one 
can read directly from the content of such representations into cultural 
ontology. 

CANON AND CONTEXT 

Although canonical couplets form the compositional heart of Ana­
kalangese ritual speech, performance is almost never the repetition of a 
fixed text. As in many traditions of formulaic oral performance, speak­
ers improvise by drawing on and interweaving a preexisting set of ele­
ments. In Anakalang, the most salient (but not the only) elements are 
couplets. When used, however, the core couplet can be expanded or 
productively articulated with other couplets. For example, the couplet A 
(comprising lines Al and A2) can be expanded with the supplements 
Xl and X2 to produce Al + (Al + Xl} I A2 + (A2 + X2). Thus 

malunguka na la<;lu 
malungu waingu wikinaka na 
la<;lu 
na wesanguka na ridung 
wesangu waingu wikina na 
ri9ung 

already evening the sun 
already evening by itself the sun 

Al 
Al +Xl 

already daylight the night A2 
already daylight by itself the night A2 + X2 

A couplet can also be interwoven with other couplets. Take, for ex­
ample, the following sequence from an oration (taungu Ii) during one 
genre of oratorical event (yaiwo). 

abu mu urung bamu rangu 
bamu tuwu Ii panewinya 

don't hear poorly 
when you connect the words of 

Al 
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na talora ina-ama 
i?amu dedinya na 
kawedu 

abu mu yabaru l?amu elu 
l?amu kayi Ii kajialanya 

na paba watu 
l?amu sapanya na talora 
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speech 
the mother-father plaza 

when you erect the veranda 

don't see unclearly 
when you receive the kajiala words 

the aligned stones 
when you bind the plaza 

Bl 
Cl 
Dl 

A2 
B2 
C2 
D2 

This is an intercalated set of lines that can be disassembled back into 
the core couplets of which it is composed, the eight lines Al + Bl + 

Cl + Dl I A2 + B2 + C2 + D2, being the product of the four couplets A 
(1 + 2), B (1 + 2), C (1 + 2), and D (1 + 2). Each couplet is syntactically 
distinct and can be used or quoted by itself. In actual use, such cou­
plets are often linked to one another as parts of longer sequences that 
have their own coherence. In this passage, the orator addresses the yaiwo 
singer, who will be quoting this oration on taking up his song (which is 
addressed to the spirits) after the orator has finished. With couplets A 
and B, the orator adjures the singer not to misunderstand his words 
when passing them along. Often these couplets are sufficient, but in this 
case the speaker elaborates, naming another addressee and specifying 
the type of the speech event. Couplet C refers to the spirits, who are the 
real audience to whom the singer will convey the orator's words, and 
couplet D denotes the fact that this is an instance of oratory in the plaza 
(and not, for example, a prayer). The entire passage, therefore, has its 
own syntax, with a core performative (the appeal to the singer) and the 
qualifying additions. Much of the improvisational art of ritual speaking 
comes from the way the couplets allow speakers to construct long and 
variable sequences. 

Another critical component of performance and its efficacy lies in 
linguistic features that are independent of, and for listeners much less 
salient than, the canonical couplet. These are grammatical details that 
vary from event to event and within a single event, from speaker to 
speaker and moment to moment. Couplets can be modified by affixes, 
highly indexical elements of language, such as pronouns, deictics, as­
pect markers, and modals, that locate it in relation to the speakers and 
the speech context.14 Such modifications are crucial to the flexibility 
and the effectiveness of ritual speech practices. In particular, they mean 
that ritual speaking is rarely a matter of rote recitation or simple quo­
tation of a self-contained unit of text; it is not like quoting a passage 
from the Bible, repeating the Lord's Prayer, or uttering a proverb (al-
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though any given stretch of ritual speech or ordinary conversation can 
contain quotations embedded within it). Instead, the couplet is gram­
matically woven into both the emerging text of the speech event and 
the surrounding context of participants, activities, material transactions, 
and spatial setting. 

The same core couplet can be run through a virtual conjugation of 
possible modifiers over the course of a speech event. The following ex­
amples come from a single oratorical event (I have kept the verb stem 
aligned so that the variation can be seen more clearly). 

jelineka na jara pakaletigu 
tauna c;lina 1eli na jara pakaletigu 
kac;la peku jeli c;ia jara pakaleti 

jeli na jara pakaletigu yaiyu 
kana peku 1eli jialakaka na jarana 

jeli neka na jaragu 
i?ana jeli na jarana 

my riding horse now leaps 
thus is it that my riding horse leaps 
may it be that their riding horses be 

able to leap 
my riding horse leaps here 
that his horse might also leap as well 
my horse now leaps 
when his horse leaped 

By convention, the core couplet whose first line is jeli na jara pakaleti 
denotes a turn of talk in a ritual speech event. The modifications allow 
the speaker to refer to his own words, and to those of others, framing 
quotations or soliciting others to speak up. They situate the present 
stretch of speech in time with reference to other turns of talk and in so­
cial space with reference to other speakers. This allows speakers a cer­
tain amount of flexibility. In addition, such small grammatical varia­
tions help make presupposable the encompassing activity, an implicit 
dialogue, to which the present moment is only one contribution. 

For listeners, however, the grammatical inflection of couplets is in­
significant compared to the salience of the canonical core. This can be 
seen in the way people quote couplets that have been used in perfor­
mance. Whether they are recalling ritual speech in a casual conver­
sation or repeating another's words in the midst of a ritual dialogue, 
they often drop those grammatical components that they consider to 
be irrelevant or accidental. Only the canonical core survives (see Forth 
1988: 146). All of the lines given above, which I recorded in actual 
performance, would probably be cited after the fact simply as jeli na 
jara pakaleti. The tendency to drop the grammatical inflections reflects 
both Anakalangese language ideology and the actual structure of ritual 
performance. As language ideology, the omission of deixis expresses 
the underlying assumption that couplets derive their power from their 



114 Loaded Terms 

permanence and the fact that they transcend the limits of the present 
context. To the extent that deixis situates them in the present, its re­
moval restores them to their proper ancestral state. 

Ritual performances are likewise shaped by speakers' practical intu­
itions about what is important and efficacious in ritual speech. As in 
many ritual and liturgical speech traditions, Sumbanese ritual speech 
tends to omit many of the common indexical devices found in ordinary 
speech.11 In Sumba, the role of linguistic variation in establishing ritual 
authority in Weyewa (where the basic principles of ritual speech do not 
differ significantly from Anakalang) has been shown in detail by Joel 
Kuipers (1990). Kuipers has persuasively argued that over the course of 
certain kinds of ritual events, speakers increasingly drop those linguistic 
markers that refer to the actual speech event, denying the situatedness 
and particularity of both persons and circumstances. These include lex­
ical and grammatical reference to the speaker, other participants, and 
the present time and place. This process works in tandem with poetic 
formality, which makes salient those aspects of speech that allow it to be 
treated as an object that transcends particular circumstances or speak­
ers. Much of the authority of ritual speech and some of the sense of 
hazard that attends it lie in the inevitable tension between the effort to 
treat language as a text or a code and the need for particular people to 
use it within particular contexts. 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Text, Context, 
and Displacement 

Much of the previous chapter was about how the formal qualities of 
ritual speech emphasize the "textual" dimensions of language. In this 
way, ritual speech contributes to the sense that it embodies an unchang­
ing ancestral heritage that transcends the here and now. But if living 
people are to benefit from this heritage and the authority it promises, 
they must speak. Moreover, they must speak to others, construed as in 
some sense present. The presence of the addressee and the nature of di­
alogue are critical to ritual speech as action. They also pose a host of 
difficulties and hazards for those who would speak. 

The tension between textual and contextual dimensions of ritual 
speech has already been suggested in the difference between couplets 
and their indexical inflections. This tension is also registered in the role 
played by certain lines that do not enter into couplets. In ritual speech, 
each turn of speech opens and closes with conventional phrases that are 
not parts of canonical couplets. Like the optional grammatical forms, 
these unpaired lines play an important role in articulating couplets 
with their context, in this case, that of other speech and other speakers. 
They frame turns of talk, create clear dialogue roles, and index what 
speech genre or type of speech is taking place. In marriage negotiation, 
for example, each speaker begins with the cry "Listen to this!" (Tana­

wudo!) and concludes by saying "I stow it" (Bijalugi). Prayers typically 
open with a conventional attention-getting cry, "Well!" or "Come on!" 
(Mala!), followed by an injunction to accept the offering, such as "Spirit, 
receive the chicken!" (Kayi na manu marapu!). In most ritual speech 
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genres, similar cries punctuate the speech at fairly regular intervals. 
These are conventional forms of address. In some genres, such as ora­
tory and negotiation (kajiala), the address terms must elicit an immedi­
ate response from another speaker. For example, in a yaiwo event, the 
orator periodically shouts out "Oh yaiwo singer!" (0 ma yaiwo!), and 
a third person (a proxy for the singer) shouts back "Come on--come!" 
(Maiye mai!). In prayers, the addressees are invisible spirits, who them­
selves remain mute. Nonetheless, what all these cases have in common 
is that they dramatically portray ritual speech as interactive: it is overtly 
addressed to someone else. In fact, so effective are these cries that dur­
ing one ritual I was attending, when a well-known madman stood up to 
orate in couplets the respondent chimed right in. The flow of cry and 
response went smoothly, unaffected by the fact that what the man said 
was, everyone agreed, incoherent. As long as the formal structure was 
successful, the respondent carried out his role without hesitating. 

The presence of the other, implied by the very forms of ritual speech, 
is also found in another kind of nonpairing line, that which frames re­
ported speech. A great deal of Anakalangese ritual speech consists of 
quoting the words of other speakers. This is due in part to the structure 
of the speech events, in which speakers either reply to what their in­
terlocutors have said or pass on messages from one speaker to another 
(see chapter 6). Reported speech, however, is also a means by which par­
ticular moments of speaking are linked to the effects and entailments 
of previous and subsequent speech acts. In particular, it is the locus of 
much of the explicitly performative work of ritual-making, confirm­
ing, reporting on, and fulfulling promises, "that which was promised, 
that which was committed." In the process, it also implies that the fact 
that the significant action in question (even during exchange) is, to a 

large extent, a form of speech. 
Anakalangese conventions for reporting speech and even their own 

thoughts give them the surface form of exact quotation. That is, the 
embedded words are presented as being icons of someone else's words. 
This tends to emphasize the "autonomy" that reported speech has within 
the speaker's discourse (Volosinov [1930] 1973: 115-117), which can be 
a way of stressing the public character of the reporter's knowledge (Bes­
nier 1992: 167; see also Lucy 1993). In Anakalang, it is a form of defer­
ence, playing down the individuality of the speaker's intervention while 
lending to it the authority of conveying that which, in theory, everyone 
should already know. In Anakalang, this modesty is carried further by a 
preference for the simple verb of quotation, "to say" (wi- plus pronom-
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inal suffix). The person who does the quoting thereby refrains from go­
ing on record as interpreting what might be the force of the words be­
ing reported. That is, unlike English, Anakalangese quotation does not 
take forms like "she ordered," "he implied," and so forth. The most 
canonical way to report another's words is a stretch of direct quotation 
followed by a verb of saying. In ritual, this sort of embedding of re­
ported speech can be carried quite far, as when a diviner quotes the 
words he desires the spirit to say: '"'"come to take it' I say" you (should) 
say' I say" (" ""mai pateki' wigu" wimu' wigu"). As this example shows, 
the verbs of quotation (wigu and wimu) juxtapose references to several 
changes of speaker or speaking part. Such juxtapositions are common, 
especially in marriage negotiation. As will become apparent in the next 
chapter, each speaker must often quote whole sets of previous state­
ments made by other people, thereby iconically portraying the very act 
of transferring or delegating the message, as it distances the speaker 
from it.1 

Extensive use of reported speech has another important property 
as well: it makes salient the repeatability of the spoken text. This was 
brought home to me very forcefully as I observed the arrangements for 
a large funeral. A dozen or so men had spent several days going to 
many far-flung villages to convey the formal invitation to the burial. 
Now the messengers gathered again at the home of the deceased to re­
port the results. Although the chairman of the meeting repeatedly told 
them to be brief, each messenger recited in full the stereotyped ex­
change that had transpired in each village, despite the fact that every­
thing except the final reply had been identical in each case. Such repe­
tition, like other decontextualizing features of ritual speech, seems to 
insist that what is happening is not a direct expression of the individual 
interests and agencies of the speakers. Anakalangese place great value 
on this effect of ritual form: it at once manifests the authority of people 
who claim to act like, or on behalf of, ancestors or other authorities 
and displays the deferential behavior of those who know how to do 
things correctly and how not to act willfully. But by stressing the "iter­
ability" of language, it also hints at how the signs in play are, at least in 
principle, never fully under the control of those who use them. 

BOUNDARIES AND CONTEXT 

Anakalangese tend to see ritual speech as clearly and distinctively 
hounded off from everyday speech, but in practice the different registers 
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form a continuum (see also Kuipers 1990). Casual speech may show 
emergent poetic properties, or bits of formal speech may appear in its 
midst. This is especially evident in Anakalang during conferences (f?a­
tang), in which the participants are conversing in colloquial speech about 
matters of great importance. Periodically, speakers, especially men who 
expect to be taken seriously, are likely to shift into a more authorita­
tive "key" (Goffman 1974), a recognized and systematic reframing of 
how their actions are to be taken (for instance, as serious or playful). 
They begin to repeat certain phrases and accentuate their intonation. 
Their speech starts to take on more regular prosodic qualities and repe­
tition gives even noncanonical phrases the structure of couplets. As they 
get closer to a full "breakthrough into performance" (Hymes [1975) 
1981), they may introduce more and more couplets into their speech.2 

The other participants will usually recognize the shift and begin to yield 
the floor, letting the speaker continue without the usual interruptions. 
As this happens, one of the listeners is likely to start calling out formal 
back-channel cues, such as "Yes, this is true indeed!" The speaker in 
turn may start to use a formal address cry. In the following excerpt 
from a recording of a conference (Lakoka, Oct. 1986), Ubu Dongu has 
been speaking in a fairly colloquial manner. Now he cries out the ritual 
name (Dedungara) of the ka~isu to which everyone present belongs. For 

clarity, I have italicized the couplets: 

Hanina Dedungara 
(Jiac,ii!) 
Ma, i;Ja jara i;Ja ganak c,iuda ya, 
b·a dukanaka na inada jiaka 
na amada, tentu, 
jara ganak daf?ade, 
tu matu daf?ade . ... 
Taka jiakayaya "aaa da papemac,ia" 
jiaka wedaka na walu 
tentu panewideka 
tutu na paraka papeda 
atau tutu na paraka pa-itada nu 
c,iumu Dedungara. (Jiadi!) 
Jiaka da ningukaka umada, 
gic,iadaka i;Jata kai;Juangu ningu? 
Gic,iadaka i;Jata panewi ningu? 
Gic,iadaka l;Jata l;Jatang ningu? 
(Ai malangu takakaka c;luna.) 
Gic;ladaka l;>ata lori ningu, ei? 

Besides that, Dedungara 
(responder: Yes!) 
Well, since we are all complete horses 
here, all our mothers and fathers, 
certainly, 
we are all complete horses, 
we are all full people . ... 
But if we were to say again "eh, they 
don't know that," 
certainly we speak 
according to however much we know 
or accordmg to however much we see 
Oh Dedungara. (Yes!) 
If we didn't have a house, 
where would we gather? 
Where would we speak? 
Where would we confer? 
(Yeah, this is true indeed.) 
Where would we exist, huh? 

The first line after the address cry (/;a jara !;a ganak <f,uda ya) is the ci­
tation form, the first line, of a conventional couplet. Shortly thereafter, 
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Ubu Dongu uses a complete, canonical couplet (it means that the meet­
ing has a quorum). It is as if to say, since empirically it happens that we 
are all here, then, speaking now with illocutionary force, let us perfor­
mativcly "be all here." This move from mention to use suggests that the 
situation is to be interpreted-perhaps retrospectively-as a token of a 
type. In addition, he comes out with a repetitive series of rhetorical ques­
tions ("where would we ... ? "). These are not canonical couplets, but 
the parallelisms they create add to the formality of his intervention. At 
this point, the role of conference participant is verging on that of a rit­
ual speaker. 

When Anakalangese speak in couplets, they present their words as 
iconic of ancestral types. The fuller the performance, the more they are 
casting the context in which they speak as an authoritative event. In ad­
dition, various conventions assure that the particular type of event is 
identified in various ways. Some are quite explicit. Event types can be 
denoted by referring either to the speech or to the material objects they 
require. Recall ratu Bura's complaint, at the beginning of chapter 3. He 
speaks of missing offerings by citing the opening lines of the prayers: 
"First you stick a pig, then you 'receive this here, for eating rice, for 
drinking water."' In doing so, he implicitly characterizes that action as 
essentially a form of speech. 

A more esoteric way of indexing the type of event is provided by 
genre conventions: certain couplets should be confined to certain sorts 
of events. For example, when a marriage negotiator used the expression 
"crossing the sea, leaning on a spear" to express the distance that his 
party had traveled to meet the other, his listeners compelled him to 
pay a fine, since the term should be restricted to peace making after a 
fight. 3 Like sumptuary regulations, such restrictions help assure that the 
use of certain forms will index the activity in which they are used as 
being an instance of a certain type of event.4 The typification to which 
self-reference contributes also works to frame any given performance as 
being essentially a repetition of an ancestral way of acting. In providing 
the performers with a source of authority, this also entails a disclaimer, 
that 'these are not willful acts, nor am I their principal agent.' 

In discussing couplets, people tend to be very alert to pragmatic er­
rors: when I visited one ratu in 1993, he interrupted our conversation, 
on some unrelated topic, to correct a mistake-a wrong pairing of lines­
that he claimed another ratu had made during a rite I attended in 1987. 
When I asked speakers about the couplets they had used, my questions 
were redirected toward, not 'what' the metaphors denote ("what does 
it say?" gana wena?), but how to use them. Unlike the Dutchman 
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mentioned in chapter 4, one should ask of a couplet "where does it 
strike?"-just as one asks of an offering or a gift (see chapter 3). When 
one man told me the story of Babel, he characterized it in terms of per­
formative failure: after the confusion of tongues, 'you'd ask for water, 
they'd bring you salt.' What is of interest to Anakalangese most often is 
what bearing words have on a given situation, their potential outcomes, 
and how they define the context in which they occur (see Volosinov [1930] 
1973: 68). It is this that is locally subject to puzzling out and interpre­
tation. When I would go over transcriptions with people and ask them 
to interpret an obscure couplet, they tended to reply by specifying the 
circumstances in which you speak it, sometimes giving as an example 
some previous occasion when they had heard it used. So, too, it appears 
that when Anakalangese worry about mistakes, what is at issue is not 
failed denotation as much as it is practical incapacity or procedural 

error. 

THE WORK OF REFLECTION 

Although ritual speech strives to have the effect of pure repetition 
of ancestral words, it would not work if it were no more than that. 
Even in the most restricted of forms, certain prayers, ritual speech is not 
merely a fixed or liturgical text, for it must speak in the name of par­
ticular identities and have context-specific effects. The way in which rit­
ual speech speaks of its context can be seen in three short examples, 
drawn from oration (taungu li), offering speech (palaikungu), and prayer 
(nyaba). Here are the opening lines of an oration in a yaiwo event.5 

0: 0 ma yaiwo! 
R: Maiye mail 
0: Ma yaiwo! 
R: Maiye mail 

0: Jelineka na jara pakaletigu 
mauri tena 

ta Walu Kerung 
laijuneka na asu papawujiagu 

mangu jara 
ta Walu Adung 

Ma yaiwo! 
R: Maiye mai! 

0: Yeka4iwa nyuwa 
ma sailuya na soka 

0 yaiwo singer! 
Come on--come! 
Yaiwo singer! 
Come on--come! 

My riding horse now leaps 
boat master 

at Eight Bases 
my summoned dog now jumps 

horse owner 
at Eight Altars 

Yaiwo singer! 
Come on--come! 

It is I 
who switches the water spout 

1 
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na ma soduya 
na kaka ratu 

ta Walu Kerung 
yekadiwaka yaiyu 

na ma ~orunya 
na ~isi tara 

ta Walu Adung 

Waiga 4uku kayisa 
4a kaliangu ta katikuna 

jara ma padewa 
waiga 4uku kayisa 4a 4aitu 
ta ka~akina 

asu ma pa-ura 

Yaiwo! 
R: Maiye mail 

the one who binds the 
cockatoo ratus 

at Eight Bases 
It is I here 

the one who dons 
the iron spur 

at Eight Altars 

Earlier I received the pot-rests 
from his head 

horse of the spirit 
earlier I received the burdens 
from her shoulder 

dog of fate 

Yaiwo! 
Come on-come! 
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It opens with the conventional framing address to the singer of the 
yaiwo song, to which a third man, the ratifier ("he who answers," na ma 
hima-identified here as R) responds. The first three sets of couplets 
(5-10, 14-19, 20-23) are full of framing devices. The first set an­
nounces the fact of orating ("my riding horse now leaps") and identifies 
the speaker as the host ("boat master"), associating himself and the site 
of the event with his kal;>isu (one of whose epithets is Eight Bases, Eight 
Altars). The next set boldly and anaphorically identifies the speaker by 
first-person pronoun (13). The topic focus in "It is I" implies that the 
discourse (here, the frame set by the song) has already raised the ques­
tion of identity; in this context, the statement implies a prior, implicit, 
question: 'who has set the gongs playing and the singer singing?' The 
identification is then filled out with a claim to authority (already im­
plicit in the marked use of the pronoun) based on priestly leadership, as 
one who initiates ratus (which, it turns out, is one of the central issues 
in this event). This authority is grounded in turn in succession: he had 
received his office from his "horse of the spirit," which by convention 
refers to the most important members of his immediately preceding de­
ceased generations-in this case, his father's brother. 

Compare this to an offering speech (palaikungu) with the two pray­
ers (nyaba) that follow it.6 Two ratus sit on a mat, facing each other. Set 
between then is an offering dish, containing betel and a scraping of metal. 
The ratifier sits at the side and a small boy holds the chick that will be 
sacrificed. Speaking first, the senior man's offering speech directs the 
younger "praying ratu" in composing his prayer: 
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"L0<;lu goru 
reja wici 

kana <;ietanguka uma 
kana hayinguka kahali. 

Kaku walahuna nula 
pakacorungu 

hadaka bakuluna 
hawalu wojuluna 

kaku taka tomana 
kaku juaru <;iahina. 

Ka jiajialeya 
bana kabucuku na reja wici 

ka jiajialeya 
bana kadiawuku na lo<;iu goru 

ka pawolu tu kawungaya 
ka parawi tu madainguya 

na manu hangiwu 
na kawa<;iaku hawala 

gugulu kanawi 
laruhu mawita" 

wenaka, 

na ma tana totu 
ta tapu na pawalahu 

na ma <;iaiya nucu 
ta nula pakacorungu. 

Jiaka ba wemu nucu 

bamu nungaya ta leku 
baku 'inagu' 

9amu kayiya ta yea 

9amu kayi Ii panewi 
kayi Ii kajiala! 

R:Malangu 
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"Neck sing 
feet dance 

in order to go up (into the) house 
in order to rise (to the) benches. 

So I open the offered pillow 

great all together 
one more turning 

so I arriving come 
so I fall all in place. 

May it be set 
when the dancing feet in step 

may it be set 
when the singing throat whispers 

established by the first men 
committed by the ancient men 

the one chicken 
the one sliver of metal 

sea cucumber tentacle 
octopus legs" 

let him say,7 

he who guards the land 
at the opened mat 

she who watches now 
at the offered pillow. 

If you say now 

when you utter at the rope 
if I [address you] 'my mother' 8 

when you receive it at the wood 

when you receive words of speech 
receive words of negotiation! 

True 
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Unlike the oration (and, as will be seen in the next chapter, negotiation 
speech), the offering speech is not broken up by declamatory cries. At 
the end, it is merely acknowledged by the ratifier (R). The first half of 
the speech is dominated by optatives (ka- forms), which denote the gen-
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era! purpose of the offering and refer back to the previous event. The 
second half, dominated by reported speech, is concerned with the attri­
bution of agency and with successful delegation of speech to the pray­
ing ratu. 

The offering speech opens by naming the very type of event in which 
it occurs (1-2), in which a man sings in the genre called lo<;lu as women 
perform the line dance (reja). It then states the desired immediate out­
come of the offering, that the words spoken will be sheltered in the 
house (3-4), that is, arrive at their destined addressee. The speaker ex­
plicitly claims for this event the authority of actions that are grounded 
in ritual forms, that is, the very form testifies to the fulfillment of com­
mitments made by and to the ancestors (14-15). He then names the 
offering (16-17) and provides it with an epithet (18-19). The optatives 
are then framed by the verbs of quotation (20, 25), representing every­
thing that has just been said as being the content of the message to be 
delivered by the other speaker, the praying ratu, to whom the final sets 
of couplets formally delegate the speaking part. 

Immediately following this speech, the younger ratu says the prayer 
over the offering dish, which holds the offerings that accompany the 
chicken yet to come. In striking contrast to the soft, almost confidential 
tone with which the offering speech was made, this ratu speaks in a 
very rapid, chantlike monotone, beginning with the sharp two-syllable 
declamation. 

Mala! 

Hapa 9ilihaka <;la pahapa 

dumu angu 

kau tekiha <;la kuta Hawu 
wacihaka ta tanga woli 

dumu angu 

wenaka 9a tomane na rahi jara 

[line unclear) 

wenaka <;luna hama tuna <;iuna 

9ana tomana na ina 
jiaka 9ana takana na ama 

c,iumu angu. 

Come on! 

Just chew the betel-quids 

oh friend9 

may you take the Sawu betels 
snatch them at the offering dish 

oh friend 

he says when he arrives at 
the horse race finish line 

he says just like him 

when the mother [spirit] arrives 
and when the father [spirit] comes 

oh friend. 

1 
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Tomane na dungu rahi hapa 
jiaka na wula rahi ngangu 

jiaka9iyaka 9umu angu 
[line unclear] 

9umu angu 

yayina hama tunaka 

9umu angu 

na ma totuya na lubu 
na ma nula kacorungu 

na ma jiawa mawu Quna 
na tapu na pawalahu 

9umu angu. 

Na woluyaka na gugulu kanawi 
na rawiya na laruhu mawita 

4umu angu 

na manu hangiwu 4una 
jiaka na kawa9aku hawala 

4umu angu. 

Kana hayika 4una 
ta tapu na pawalahu 

kana Qetaka 
ta nula pakacorungu 

4umu angu. 

Dangu abi na lagoQu ta urangu 
abi na hawenangu ta la4u 

9umu angu. 

Dangu ta hadaka l,>akulu 
ta hawali wojulu 

4umu angu. 

Dangu ka magoli pa4ahingu 
pataka patomana jialana 

Qumu angu. 

Text, Context, and Displacement 

Arrived, the year for chewing 
and the month for eating 

that's why, oh friend 

oh friend 

just like this here 

oh friend 

15 

he who watches over the underside10 20 
who is an offered pillow 

she who guards the shadow 
the opened mat 

oh friend. 

He made this sea cucumber tentacle 
she forms this octopus leg 

oh friend 

the one chicken 
and the one metal flake 

oh friend . 

To raise it up 
to the opened mat 

that it go up 
to the offered pillow 

oh friend. 

25 

30 

In order that it not be chilled in the rain 
lest it be idle in the sun 35 

oh friend . 

In order to once again be great 
to turn again 

oh friend. 

In order to be lying altogether 40 
arriving come too 

oh friend. 

Dangu ka peku kad1awuku jialana In order that it may whisper too 
na lo4u goru the neck song 
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dangu ka peku kabucuku jialana in order that it may be in step too 45 
na reia wici the feet dance 

dangu kamu pa-inunguka ta ura in order that you shelter it from rain 
kamu pamawunguka ta la4u. that you shade it from sun. 

Nuka9iyaka Right there it is 
na aluaku wewi pihunguna the tracks of planting in holes 50 

dumu angu oh friend 
nukaQiyaka right there it is 

na pangali wewi kojianguna the tracks poked with dibble stick 
Qumu angu oh friend 

na manu na hangiwu the one chicken 55 
jiaka na kawa4aku hawala. and the one metal flake. 

Dangu kana uka4ika: In order that it be given: 
ma dowi the true 
ma daha the good 

pakoku pakaQingi begging throat 60 
ta ati pakaraigu my requesting liver 

kayi wena lima receive with hand 
hima wena al,>a answer with mouth 

kamu kayiya ta tanga woli may you receive it at the offering dish 
kau waciha Qa kuta Hawu snatch at the Sawu betels 65 

Ubo! Lord! 

This prayer opens with the conventional injunction to receive and is 

regularly punctuated with direct address to the spirit. In contrast to ora­

tion, negotiation, and some longer forms of offering speech, the prayer 
does not receive back-channel cues or response cries. Instead, like song 

and divination, it addresses the spirits directly. It identifies the event 

type and then follows with a string of optatives. Deictics, such as "this 

here" (18, 49, 52), verbally point to the offering as something really 

present to both speaker and addressee. The figure of "tracks" (50-53) 
identifies this offering as the objective material that completes the words 

previously spoken in offering speech and prayer. An epithet identifies 
the speaker (60-61), and the prayer closes with a further injunction to 
receive. The praying ratu then continues with a prayer over the chick, 
which the boy now holds out toward him. 

Mala! Come on! 

Receive indeed the chicken! 

Kayiya na manu, Receive the chicken, 
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J?aku woltya 9uku 
na uhu tutu ngangu 
na wai tutu inu 

[line unclear) 

Dangu kana hangiya 9umu 
ta nula pakacorungu 

na hayiya 
ta tapu papawalahu. 

Nuya 
na aluaku wewi pihungu 
pangali wewi kojiang. 

Mu kayi wena lima 
mu hima wena ai?a 

mu kayiya na manu 
Ubo! 
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when I make it 
the rice for eating 
the water for drinking 

So you can eat it 
at the offered pillow 

raise it 
at the opened mat. 

Here it is 
the planted hole track 
dibble stick stabbed track. 

You receive with hands 
you answer with mouth 

you receive this chicken 
Lord! 

The three speeches are pragmatically linked as the stages in the con­
veying of a single message. The links among them, however, do not take 
the form of exact repetition. The first prayer is much longer than the 
second. The offering speech names the event type with a single epithet 
(in short and long forms: 1-2, 11-13), whereas the first prayer elabo­
rates, announcing itself to be part of an obligatory calendrical rite, the 
fulfillment of an obligation: "horse race finish line" (8), "when the 
mother arrives" (10), and "year for chewing" (13). The first prayer re­
peats and embellishes the proximal outcome (31-35, 40-41, 47-48) 
provided in the offering speech (3-4, 5, 8-9). It adds the reflexive re­
quest for blessings on the singer of the lo9u (57-61). In contrast to the 
first prayer, which expands on the offering speech, the second prayer is 
a bare-bones performative. Presupposing and citing all that has already 
been said in the first prayer, it says only enough to point out that the 
offering in question is now a chicken and that there really is a chicken 
present. 

The reported words within the offering speech are represented as the 
words of another: only the prayers directly address the spirit, but the 
use of reported speech also distances the speaker from what is said. 
Only the second prayer lacks any reported speech at all, but it is also 
the most decontextualized, iterable, and simple expression of giving 
and asking. Its form as a basic prayer is manifest in the high proportion 
of injunctions to receive relative to the lines that refer to the desired 
outcome-three single lines and one couplet directly saying "receive" 
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and two additional couplets directing to eat, out of a mere seventeen 
lines. Only the prayers point directly to the offering with deictics ("there 
it is"); the offering speech only names them ("the one chicken, the one 
sliver of metal"), placing less emphasis on the copresence of speaker, lis­
tener, and object. Furthermore, only the prayers give instructions to re­
ceive offerings; the offering speech gives instructions to receive words. 
The prayers, then, especially the second one, contrast with the offering 
speech in their license to address the spirit directly, a license that seems 
to derive from their form as the most canonical, depersonalized, and 
decontextualized of speech forms and from their speaker's remove from 
the responsible party, those on whose behalf the sacrifice is made. The 
mutual relations among these three speeches take the forms of reported, 
cited, and presupposed speech. But there is no clear origin to this cited 
speech: although the two prayers quote or cite the previous offering 
speech, that which they quote has already been framed by verbs of quo­
tation. That is, they are quoting words that, originally given as instruc­
tions on what to say, themselves anticipate their subsequent quotation. 

ICONISM AND HIDDEN NAMES 

Although ritual speech seems to invite special efforts at interpreta­
tion, many of its most common features, such as a highlighting of poetic 
form, excessive redundancy, the weakness of some metaphors, the ele­
vated forms of proper nouns, or even sheer obviousness, suggest that 
there is more at stake than a coded set of propositions. As I suggested in 
the previous chapter, the formation of tropes is an important aspect of 
the function of ritual couplets but does not alone suffice to explain their 
status and power. It does not account in cultural terms for why a meta­
phor should be more powerful than a nonmetaphor. Moreover, by fo­
cusing on denotation, this approach scants the fact that couplets are used 
to achieve consequences: they are not merely profound, they are effica­
cious. The existence of couplets in which neither metaphor nor cosmo­
logical duality seems to be significant (such as many place-names) sug­
gests that this formal quality, being a pair, has a value in its own right. 

I will argue that the form of couplets is itself a form of deferral and 
provides a reflexive icon of the relations between spirit world and the 
very performances in which they occur. This is most apparent in the fig­
urative nature of poetic speech. The register of ritual speech in Anaka­
lang is a way of saying the (semantically or referentially) "same thing" 
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in "different words." Moreover, at the same time that the couplet as a 
totality forms a trope, the fact of being a pair also provides an internal 
model of its external relations. That is, the relationship of couplet to 
colloquial expression is (partially) mirrored in the relationship between 
the two lines of the couplet itself. Each line serves as a figure for the 
other: the couplet displays in itself the same possibility of saying "the 
same thing" in two "different" ways held by ritual speech as a register. 
This is most apparent when elements of the colloquial expression are 
embedded in the first line of the couplet, such as "daybreak" in the cou­
plet "at daybreak on the land, at the rising of the sun," or in the ritual 
versions of many place-names. I propose that there is an implicit cos­
mological principle at work here. An approach that emphasizes deno­
tation would treat the second line as a supplement to the embedded 
colloquialism contained within the first line. The structure of deferral, 
however, reverses these relations. Because the ancestral is supposed to be 
the more fundamental of the two, Ankalangese often see the relation of 
couplet to colloquial as one of completeness to diminishment. In this 
perspective, the colloquial is a lesser version, a falling away from the 
more complete forms identified with the ancestors. This relation of di­
minishment reflects the general sense Anakalangese often express, that 
the historical passage of time itself involves an ongoing falling away 
from completeness. The colloquial version of a place-name, then, serves 
as the citation form or title of the full couplet. The relation of diminish­
ment between colloquial and formal versions treats the everyday as if it 
were only a reflection of the more complete (ancestral) reality expressed 
by ritual. The very forms of poetic speech thus convey a powerful vi­
sion of the nature of lived experience that is not directly coded as a 
proposition in either explicit statements or metaphors. In fact, this vi­
sion is likely to be all the more compelling precisely to the extent that, 
experienced as the aesthetic rightness of poetic form, it is subliminal 
knowledge. 

I am proposing that the couplet exemplifies and brings to the fore a 
more general pattern of displacement in Anakalangese representational 
practices, which underlies both cultural assumptions about the nature of 
reality and the forms that agency and authority can or should take. In 
Anakalangese language ideology, ritual speech at once supplements and 
suppresses the speech of everyday life. But this is not simply because ev­
eryone in Anakalang obediently accepts a shared cultural text. It is due, 
in part, to the effects of linguistic form. Ritual speech is superordinate 
to the language of everyday activities, and yet it remains a diminished 
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sign of the true speech of ancestors. Thus it at once indexes the value 
of its context while simultaneously reminding its users of a certain loss. 
By highlighting the fact of avoidance, ritual speech epitomizes ways of 
construing the nature, powers, and dangers of representation found in 
everyday practices. 

The importance of avoidance and displacement is made apparent by 
their pervasiveness in the everyday practices around personal names. 
Anakalangese naming practices are organized around a principle of dis­
placement that can be recursively applied. Everyone has an "original 
name" (ngara mema) or a "good name" (ngara piyana) of which most 
other people are ignorant, and those who know should avoid using it in 
either address or reference. This contrasts with what is normally used, 
the "name that is uttered" (ngara patiki) or the "name that is called" 
(ngara pa-aungu). Moreover, people tend to avoid even the latter, es­
pecially in situations demanding special delicacy, referring instead to 
status, place, or kinship. For example, when Pak Niko, who had once 
worked for the Forest Service, was first approached by a spokesman 
seeking to open marriage negotiations for his sister, the latter addressed 
him as "the lord Forest Service." Similarly, when special politeness was 
called for, people sometimes referred to me by the name of the place 
where I lived, "the lord Monkey Banana" (na maraba Kalowu Kauki). 
In more casual or intimate conversation, people favor nicknames. Like 
word pairs, no single semantic principle is at work. Sources include 
physical characteristics ("Wispy," referring to the tangled appearance 
a child's hair had when she was born), personality ("Standing Tongue," 
for a woman who cried constantly as a child), clothing style ("Upright 
Headcloth," for a man who ties his headcloth in a distinctive way), 
idiosyncratic behavior ("Reflection," for a woman who is always look­
ing at herself in the mirror), place of origins ("Gena," for a woman 
from east Sumba, home of the dialect known as "magena"), the date of 
birth ("June"), or events at the time of birth ("Bill Clinton," for a child 
born in November 1992).11 Not all nicknames are unique, but all index 
contingency and entail avoidance. 

Most common of all, however, is teknonymy, by which parents are 
addressed and referred to with the name of their eldest child, regardless 
of sex. The parents of Bani are "Mother of Bani" (Ina Bani) and "Father 
of Bani" (Arna Bani). The teknonym "Mother of Bani" is a product of 
recursive displacement, because it avoids the child's real name (which is 
Kaledi) and appropriates instead the child's uttered name (Bani). This 
uttered name in turn involves still another set of displacements, since 
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Kaledi takes his uttered name from another man, his "namesake" (tamu). 

This older man named Kaledi has a "horse name" (ngara jara), "Valiant 
Male" (Moni Bani), the abbreviated form of which becomes young 

Kaledi's uttered name. The horse name, taken from one's best riding 

horse, is a common source of uttered names for men of standing. 12 In 

actual use, even the horse name is allusive, since it is usually only an 
abbreviation of the horse's full name. Thus we arrive at the teknonym 
"Mother of Bani" through a series of steps away from her "real name": 

from parent to child, from child's real to uttered name, from self to 

namesake to horse, and, finally, from full to abbreviated horse name. 

Most horse names involve yet further displacement, since they derive 

from (and thus allude back to) the owner who takes their name: they 

permit a man, in effect, to speak of himself as if he were speaking of a 

horse. 
Both horse name and namesake illustrate a second principle of nam­

ing, linkage to another referent or representative. Substitute names are 
not simply negations of the real name but often point toward some­

thing else as well. Horse names forge a link between man and horse, the 

horse providing a vehicle for statements about the man. As a form of 

representation, the horse stands for, while remaining subordinate to, the 

man. Namesakes are also closely, although less asymmetrically, linked. 

The elder namesake should show a special interest in the affairs and 

well-being of the younger, and each namesake usually addresses the other 

simply as "namesake." A man and woman whose respective namesakes 
were husband and wife are also likely to address each other as "name­

sake." Arna Riti told me that he is unable to scold his own grandson, be­
cause he is named after Arna Riti's father; even without using the name 

in question, it would still be like scolding his own father. Although all 

the forms of displaced naming to some extent highlight the codelike 
character of language, this is most evident in the use of the word "name­
sake" as a form of address. An epitome of reflexive speech, this term in­

stantiates a speech practice (the mutual avoidance of namesake names) 
by naming it (the existence of a shared namesake). It is as if to allude to 
the very existence of the code were already sufficient to carry out the 

deference that the code enjoins. 
Strategies of displacement highlight the fact of avoidance, pointing to 

the existence of something that is suppressed. People are always aware 
of the existence of the real name, whether or not they know what it is. 
Without revealing the substance of his real name, Ubu Elu, for example, 
prominently displays its existence, in the form of initials tattooed on his 
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forearm. Although most nicknames bear no connection to the real 

name, the most common forms of "uttered name" are predicated on the 

understood existence of this silent name. Thus Bani receives his horse 
name, and possibly his very character, from the "real name" that links 
him to an older man. Likewise, to use the word "namesake" as a term 

of address is to display the fact of not saying the suppressed name. The 
"real name" is again subject to a sort of virtual use at the end of life. 

Every name is conventionally paired with another, a "keening name" 

(ngara hau), by which the deceased is addressed in the songs of mourn­

ers during the wake over the corpse. The name itself remains unspoken, 

but since the links are public conventions, its existence and even con­
tent are indexed the moment its substitute is uttered. 

The value of this sort of displacement can be seen at both extremes of 

the spectrum of possible status. At one end, the slave can be addressed 

directly by name with impunity. Moreover, as I mentioned in chapter 2, 

the slave's name (ngara ata) can itself serve as the displaced name of 

the master. The ka9ehang, the name by which a kai)isu is addressed in 
ancestral rituals and marriage negotiations, is the ancestor's slave name. 

This is not esoteric knowledge: I once heard a man speak derogatorily 

of a neighbor, clinching the matter by observing that his real name is 

the ka9ehang of a certain kai)isu. The slave name is also called the 

"name (which) comes out, emerges." This term suggests that the rela­

tionship between real and uttered name is at once one of suppression 

and hierarchical extension of the self: the slave, who represents the mas­
ter, emerges in place of that which is veiled and superordinate. In ad­

dition, people refer to the category of truly high nobles as "Lord of." 

Like "namesake," the expression "Lord of" is reflexive, the code speak­
ing of the code itself. This expression implies that the very essence of 

nobility is the ability to displace naming, to master self-representation in 

terms of a general, ancestral code. A parallel relationship between dis­

placement and status can be seen in the way non-Christians commonly 

accuse Christians of hubris for daring to speak the name of God. Non­

Christians, by contrast, refer to the highest spirits metalinguistically, 
that is, by reference to the very suppression of the act of naming: "un­
uttered namesake, the unspoken name. " 13 

What is at stake in these practices? One possible answer is simply 
deferential indirection. Naming rites, however, may provide further il­
lumination. First a false naming must be prevented, then divination 
must establish the correct namesake. The first operation occurs the mo­
ment the newborn cries, when it is given a temporary generic place 
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holder, Ngongu for boys, Tiala for girls. If the parents do not act imme­
diately, the demonic Owner of the Land will name the child, who will 
later suffer disease or some other misfortune. Three or six days later, if 
someone has not already asked to be the child's namesake, one is cho­
sen through divination: the mother offers her breast to the infant, while 
someone else recites names from within the kabisu. The child signals 
the correct name by beginning to suck when it is spoken. The need to 
give a generic name suggests that the child is appropriated for human­
ity only through active intervention. Unlike that intentional but generic 
action, the second rite narrows the name down to an individual link to 
a specific other person and displaces the agency away from the parents, 
onto the child, or perhaps the ancestor acting through the child. In con­
trast to the names that emerge in everyday talk, which permit all sorts 
of playfulness, novelty, and individuality, the underlying "good" names 
must be iterable types.14 

The "good name" is one whose only true link to the person is through 
an original act, a baptism that forges an existential tie between person 
and name. Although such names may have semantically transparent 
meanings, and the divinatory process through which they are bestowed 
suggests there is a real connection between namesake and new bearer, 
they are bound to the (unique) person in the world. To speak them is a 
highly indexical act, bearing all the intersubjective abruptness of a brute 
act of pointing. Anakalangese treat their utterance as the verbal equiva­
lent of startling someone, a challenge to one's composure that threatens 
one's self-possession and esteem in the eyes of others. In contrast, titles 
identify the referent as one of a class of things in the world (Errington 
1988: 111-112). Like the ritual couplet, deferential address at once 
avoids the directness and intimacy of the index and constructs that of 
which it speaks as being an instance of something more general. The 
person who can be named through such avoidance terms is one who 
can lay claim to an identity that transcends the context of here and 
now, one who is not confined by the limits of the particular body. 

But names are not simple possessions of their bearers, they are pred­
icated on the dialectic of recognition. My name is most often spoken by 
others, and it is in their use of my name that my identity is publicly rec­
ognized. To the extent that "good names" are secret, to utter them is to 
place oneself in an intimate-and, more important, an authoritative­
relation to its bearer, like that of a parent who was present at the 
moment of naming. As the philosopher Hilary Putnam (1975) argues, 
language's ability to refer to things in the world by name is ultimately 
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grounded not in a semantics of underlying descriptions but through in­
dexical links to "baptismal events," original acts of naming. This en­
tails a "linguistic division of labor": some speakers have more author­
ity than others. 15 Unlike "namesake," which focuses on the code, or a 
nickname, which has something of the character of a proposition, or 
a slave name, which focuses on a social relation, the "good name" is 
grounded in an originary act of authority exerted by someone else over 
the person. The moment in which this act occurs is shrouded in protec­
tive devices, which are reinforced by the subsequent practices of dis­
placement. All this displacement points back to what is not being spo­
ken, as if it were necessary continually to construct the very center that 
is apparently being presupposed. 

DISPLACEMENT, AUTHORITY, AND DANGER 

Displacement serves two functions, extension and avoidance. The 
noble's identity, for example, is at once extended outward by, and hid­
den behind, that of the slave. Representation, as a form of displace­
ment, is a matter both of potentials created and dangers averted. Po­
tential for ancestral authority and avoidance of self-exposure are both 
evident in the importance of the canonical core of the couplet. The em­
phasis on this core, in perception and in practice, stresses those proper­
ties of language that are least linked to the speech context or to speak­
ers' intentions. It is an instance of a more general process that has been 
called "entextualization" (Bauman and Briggs 1990). Entextualization 
stresses the context-free dimensions of language at the expense of its links 
to particular speech events. It seeks to produce something like a timeless 
text, whose linguistic forms imply that its sources and meanings lie be­
yond the realm of particular speakers, circumstances, and interests. By 
emphasizing the "monologic" dimensions of language (Bakhtin 1981), 
decontextualization provides an important source of authority for rit­
ual speech and other "officializing strategies" (Bourdieu [1972] 1977). 
In Anakalang, by foregrounding the ancestral couplet at the expense of 
the particularity of context, ritual speech implicitly portrays the partic­
ular event and participants as instances of general types. The ancestral 
character of those types is demonstrated by the iconic form of the cou­
plet, discussed in the previous chapter. 

Yet monologic forms of language pose a dilemma: they must bear 
some connection to those who speak them if they are to invest speakers 
with authority. In Anakalang, the actual use of ritual speech should 
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index the presupposable existence of links to the ancestors. That is, in 
the absence of other sources of legitimate knowledge (such as inven­
tion, inspiration, or possession), to speak with ritual couplets, in full 
performance, displays that the speaker has received them by way of 
transmission along a "chain of authentication" (Putnam 1975) from 
their originators. On the basis of this indexically presupposed link to its 
origins, ritual speech thereby conveys an ancestral warrant to the pres­
ent actors and actions. This conveyance is a form of indexical entail­
ment; that is, if the forms are correct, it follows that the actions are 
authoritative.16 

Part of what makes it possible for speakers to take on the mantle of 
ritual speech's authority, however, is its susceptibility to grammatical 
inflection and rhetorical choices. Because the words are grammatically 
responsive to the context, the act of speaking inserts itself into its envi­
ronment, and the words-to a certain extent-are identified with the 
speaker's persona. The limited amount of inflection permitted in ritual 
speech constructs what Bakhtin (1981) calls a dialogic relationship be­
tween the identity of the speaker and the voice of the ancestors. The liv­
ing speaker partially enters the world of ancestors, while at the same 
time the words of the ancestors enter into the activities of the living. 
This ambiguity of voice exposes speech events to slippage, the possibil­
ity that either the uniqueness of the speaker or the relatively empty 
ancestral frame will expel the other. In Derrida's terms, the quality of 
iterability haunts particular speakers' assertions of agency. By the same 
token, their assertions of agency threaten to undermine the authority 
they seek through the use of iterable, ancestral forms.17 

The power of the couplet in this particular cultural context, then, lies 
in part in its ability to serve as an icon of the mediated relations of de­
ferral that make of any given set of actions and actors a shadow of their 
fuller, invisible and silent selves. The couplet provides a means to take 
on ancestral powers at the same time that it implicitly points to what 
is missing. Anakalangese are quite insistent that no actual performance 
can ever be perfect, given the fact that the present is always in a state 
of diminished knowledge, wealth, and power compared to the past, 
"shadows on the dry land, reflections on the water." Any actualization 
of the ancestral is only a deferral of a full performance. 

In stressing displacement, I am drawing attention to formal and 
pragmatic qualities of speech, rather than concentrating only on the se­
mantic effects, such as cultural metaphors. Use of the couplet, speech 
that is "loaded onto a boat, mounted upon a horse," indexes the fact of 
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speaking in an elevated register, the couplet itself forming an icon of fig­
urative speech. Ritual speech displays the fact of substitution for the 
colloquial, that one could "say the same thing" in more than one way, 
different ways having different social values. Such a juxtaposition of 
styles, although a general feature of language variation, is heavily ex­
ploited by ritual speech and promotes in the listener a kind of "rela­
tivized consciousness," an awareness of movement among alternatives 
(Bakhtin 1981: 295-296, 323-324).18 The high formality of ritual speech 
makes evident its distance not only from alternative styles but also 
from the everyday speaking subject and speech event. It portrays serious 
and effective interaction as due to the command of representations. The 
iconism of ritual speech form, semantics of metaphor, indexical func­
tions, and (as will become apparent in the next chapter) the pragmatic 
structure of performance all help to constitute the participants, speaking 
and nonspeaking, as representatives of social entities that exist beyond 
the time and space of the momentary context. Semiotic representation 
here functions as social-political representation. 

At the same time, representational practices both respond to and 
evoke an atmosphere of danger and risk. Anakalangese describe the need 
for mediated representations not only in terms of deference but also in 
terms of danger. The metaphor and indirection of ritual speech in Rindi 
are called "screen" or "shield" (Forth 1988: 135), one form of the hedg­
ing common to encounters, for example, with spirits (see Metcalf 1989: 
63 ). In Anakalang, people say that without ritualized negotiation mar­
riages would inevitably result in war. In interactive terms, the danger is 
posed both by visible and invisible others. As I have noted above, the 
pervasive sense that social others put one at risk has been well stated 
by ethnographers of both east and west Sumba. When Arna Koda inter­
preted the gift of a torn cloth as a sign of otherwise opaque intentions, 
as recounted in chapter 2, he was doing something that came naturally. 
The most ordinary interactions require attentiveness to possible signs, 
such as a stumble, choking on coffee, tying one's headcloth in an un­
usual way. Even relations to the very spirits in terms of whom one's own 
most fundamental social identities are established, in kal;isu and house, 
are tenuous. 

The risks of speech are nowhere more evident than in the words that 
maintain the ties between living speakers and the dead from whom they 
have received them. The ratu who must speak these words is said to be 
"one who clears the tangled vines, who enters the snake-ridden forest, 
who crosses the crocodile-filled river." A characteristic example of the 
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risks is the case of ratu Kadi, who was in charge of the prayers during a 
ritual in 1987. After several nights with little sleep, and amid the grow­
ing tension as the climactic segments of the rites approached, ratu Kadi, 
a man in his thirties, collapsed. A few days later I visited him as he sat 
by his hearth, still pale and apprehensive, and he shared with me his 

musmgs. 

My father died because he added [improvised) words when singing the rite. 
As for me, this [fainting] is the first time anything like this has ever hap­
pened to me. There were two chickens and a pig, but I put the second one 
first. First of all, I didn't pray when they first gathered, because they did the 
leaf divination at that time, and that's not my portion. In addition, it's actu­
ally ratu Boru who should pray here, not me. Now when the diviner said he 
wasn't able to do it, the job was given to me, because it was already night and 
we couldn't go hunting for Boru. Really I wanted to refuse, but they told 
me it was only for tonight. So I agreed .... After roasting the chicken [sacri­
fice) ... I felt my body grow hot in the chest and the belly. I said, "This thing 
is hot, better offer to Boru to handle." But they didn't go look for him. So I 
made them look-they hunted all the way from Prai Rara to Lai Peta, while 
I was going up to the village to invite the marapu to attend. Arriving back 
here, after I had drunk [coffee) in the Great House, I went to my own house 
to bathe and change my shirt. There I saw the person who was supposed to 
be searching for Boru, who said he hadn't had a chance to go. So I sent two 
people to the village to fetch him. Meanwhile I waited in the Great House. 
They returned and I started the event, offering the task back to Boru. Boru 
answered "Eh, indeed, I can't now," because he hadn't followed right from 
the start, also it's already near the time, "it doesn't feel right." Again I said I 
can't continue .... So, like it or not, I had to accept. I had already spoken out 
front, what could I do, well, you witness yourselves what will happen. Be­
cause I felt it in my body. So I began to pray. Began clumsily. Suddenly all was 
dark. I didn't know anything further. 

The following week, a rite was held to restore ratu Kadi. Another ratu 
told me that they have to beat the gongs when they do this, which means 
sacrificing two pigs. He emphasized this is because it's not simply as if 
ratu Kadi had spoken in error, it's as if he were actually dead. Indeed, 
ratu Kadi got off easy. When I visited another ratu in 1993, he was 
mourning the death of his teenaged daughter, which people said had 
been brought about by a speech error he had made not long before. 

A certain possibility of error or of failed recognition is a semiotic 
problem even in ordinary Anakalangese life. It is accentuated in formal 
encounters, for, as the following chapters will show, establishing the 
nature of the event and the agents is a collaborative achievement and 
has consequences for reputation and good fortune. A person's inter-
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locutor might be incapable of granting the recognition he demands, or 
demand what he cannot give. He might speak in error, or his addressee 
might fail to apprehend his speech. His interlocutor might not accept the 
event as being of the desired type, or himself as the type of agent that he 
proposes to be. More significant, encounters run the risk of failure even 
in the face of mutual interest of either party, due to misunderstanding 
and confusion, often promoted by the complexity of ritual encounter. 
The sense of danger is thus also a recognition that interaction escapes 
the intentions of its participants. Anakalangese tend to assimilate this 
opacity of others to the pragmatic and semantic underdetermination of 
ritual signs. This attitude is summed up in the couplet: "sound of the 
hawk, the rustle of the duck [wings]." As one man explained it to me, 
the hawk is too high overhead to see, but it always gives a warning be­
fore snatching a chick. In the dark of the night we can hear the wings of 
invisible ducks passing overhead. In practice, the couplet can be used to 
refer both to the uncertainty and obscurity of the knowledge that the 
living have received from distant ancestors and to the muffled sounds 
that one party hears coming from behind the wall where another party 
discusses what to tell them before sending over their spokesman. It may 
also refer to the compulsion upon the living of ritual obligations formed 
by previous generations. What the situations share is the juxtaposition 
of necessity, expectation, serious consequences, and the inscrutability of 
signs. But failure is not always merely a danger to be avoided. One mas­
ter trope of ritual performance lies in a sense that ritual speech is an en­
counter with and a victory over certain dangers. Ritual speech must cre­
ate an arena in which the play of encounter seems to entail risk, if the 
outcomes are to be of value. The next chapter turns to the scene of en­
counter to examine some of the challenges and risks of interaction. 



CHAPTER SIX 

Voices, Agents, 
and Interlocutors 

Among the ancients, that celebrated Delphic inscription, 

Recognise Yourself ... was as much to say, divide yourself, 

or be two. 

Shaftsbury, Characteristics of Men, 
Manners, Opinions, Times 

As media of representation, words and things work both to displace and 
to extend the agency of those who put them into play. To do so, how­
ever, they cannot remain in the virtual realm of the ancestors but must 
enter into concrete practices. In particular, they mediate interactions 
that themselves involve displacement, delegation, and representation. 
These interactions require performances that might be called "scenes of 
encounter." That is, they are highly stylized and take place on a public 
stage, involving varying sorts of participation and spectatorship. They 
portray serious action as a confrontation, between two (and usually no 
more than two) groups. They thus embody a model of how action works 
and how people (and spirits) ought to accord each other recognition, 
and they define the legitimate range of possible agents. The structure of 
the scene of encounter thus exemplifies Anakalangese concepts of au­
thority and at the same time bears within it some of the dilemmas and 
constraints that haunt them. With the sweeping rubric "scenes of en­
counter" I wish to draw out the features common to a wide range of 
events. These range from everyday sociability up to rites involving sev­
eral kaJ?isu. The participants include both the living and the dead. This 
chapter, however, focuses on one kind of encounter, horung, the negoti­
ation of marriage exchanges between kal?isu, which is equally valued 
by Christians and non-Christians and is the most common, expensive, 
and political of formal interactions in contemporary Anakalang. 1 

Just as ritual speech brings to the fore certain properties of ordinary 
language, so too scenes of encounter formalize and emphasize certain 
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aspects of ordinary interaction. In particular, ritualized encounters dis­
tinguish among several different participant roles and elaborately sepa­
rate various aspects of "voice" and "agency." They are vital to how 
groups of individuals act as kabisu, with all the authority and agency of 
an entity that transcends the particulars of time, place, and living bod­
ies. Scenes of encounter also implicitly display how those identities de­
pend on interaction, active self-portrayal, and recognition elicited from 
others. Yet, as I have argued above, the formality and authority of Ana­
kalangese ceremonial encounter operate in a complex relationship to 
order and risk. If the scene of encounter is a form of real action, it must 
entail the prospect of failing. What is more, the forms of speech and 
speech event do not only constrain the possibility of failure, they also 
contribute to how it is imaginable. 

VOICE AND AGENCY 

The performance structure of Anakalangese ritual events highlights 
the participant roles inherent in everyday talk. It separates them and dis­
tributes them among discrete actors in a stylization of ordinary dia­
logue. In doing so, it elaborates on what Goffman ( [1979J 1981) iden­
tifies as the animator, who actually voices the words, the author, who 
determines which words are to be said, and the principal, to whom the 
words are attributed or who is held responsible for them. An example 
familiar to Americans is the division among press secretary, speech writer, 
and president. Although participants in everyday conversations rarely 
need to attend to these distinctions, the scene of encounter brings them 
to the fore and can throw them into question. In doing so, it iconically 
represents social action as a form of dialogue between a pair of speak­
ers, writ large. 

Anakalangese performance forms a striking contrast to the individu­
alistic assumptions that underlie many of the contemporary arguments 
about "voice" and "agency" in Western social science and literature (see 
the critique in Scott 1991 ). Negotiations, for example, separate "voice" 
and "agency" and performatively attribute both to suprapersonal sub­
jects. By "voice" here, I mean simply the acts of formulating and deliv­
ering speech. The person who speaks does so by virtue of having been 
"girt at the waist, given a staff in the hand" by a principal, an act of 
formal delegation known as "taking on the shoulders, carrying on the 
head." The performance structure groups together the persons in whose 
name the event takes place along with others who benefit from it, who 
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direct it, or whose intentionality it manifests; in distinction to the bear­
ers of "voice," these persons share "agency," a capacity to motivate, re­
spond to, and resolve authoritative, recognizable actions and events. 

In its everyday forms, this separation of voice and agency includes 
the simple display of deference by way of indirection. Thus to avoid the 
presumption of direct address is a pragmatic equivalent to avoiding a 
person's "good name" by using a title or "horse name." The separation 
of voice and agency is also a familiar means of "saving face." It allows 
participants different ways of evading responsibility for error or offense 
by implying "this is not really me speaking" (what Du Bois 1986: 319 
calls a "personal volition disclaimer"; see Brown and Levinson 1978). 
But to appeal to such universals as "face" does not tell us why face 
should be at issue in any particular instance, and why it takes the forms 
it does. The separation of voice and agency effected in the scene of en­
counter takes place against a background of Anakalangese notions of 
risk, whether from the violence of spirits or the shaming ire of humans. 
People may even speak, somewhat hyperbolically, of an alleged threat of 
warfare that lies behind the formality of negotiation. For some Anaka­
langese, the agonistic quality of kajiala is a form of displaced combat, 
which one man described to me as a "war of brains" (lndo. perang otak). 
One ritual speaker, telling me about the need to choose one's words 
carefully, said 'This language is like shooting: if I say "eye," I'd better hit 
the eye. I can't hit the foot or you'll get stirred up and become more 
dangerous.' The trope of warfare thus has a dual relationship to the scene 
of encounter, for it at once characterizes the dialogue form as iconic of 
combat and represents speech as an alternative to (thus indexing poten­
tial for) violence. The two meet in the ambiguous border between play 
and fight, as in one couplet that compares dialogue to the often heated 
ritual spear fights (pasola) elsewhere in west Sumba: "We throw spears 
at each other like Laboyans, we toss wood at each other as in the sea 
worm rites." 

The agonistic quality of scenes of encounter points to an almost Hob­
besian dimension to Anakalangese views of the underlying nature of so­
cial relations. I once asked one experienced master of exchange what 
would happen if one did not marry with the mediation of ritual speech 
and speakers. He replied, as if it were obvious, 'Why, then we'd have 
war.' This is a far from idiosyncratic view. In 1993, a skilled negotiator 
was telling me about the gifts he had received for his services. As he put 
it, 'We give things to the wunang [ritual speaker] because it's like we're 
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going to war-he's the head of the war party. One false sentence and 
he's had it.' Others say that the fact that failed negotiations today do 
not cause wars is simply proof of the present government's power to 
keep the peace. The ease with which warfare comes to mind is illus­
trated as well in one incident (mentioned in chapter 4) that resembles a 
Freudian slip. Seeking to emphasize the arduousness of his party's ef­
forts to forge an alliance with their interlocutors, a wunang spoke of 
the two groups as coming together from afar, "leaning on a spear, cross­
ing the sea." The leaders of the other party immediately objected and 
fined him, for, as he surely knew, the proper context for the couplet is in 
peace negotiations. He had unwittingly assimilated the making of mar­
riage to the ending of warfare. 

The trope of warfare refers in part to historical memory as well as to 
a common view of marriage, which many Anakalangese assert was car­
ried out by capture in ancient times.2 Even today, the threat of actual 
violence is not altogether absent, even within a single party. I was once 
attending a funeral when a panting messenger arrived to summon the 
desa head to another village. As they hurried off, I learned that a fight 
had broken out among the members of one party to a marriage nego­
tiation and men were threatening each other with their machetes. It 
took the intervention of three desa heads to prevent a fight. Nonetheless, 
although the trope of violence draws on the concreteness of memories 
and living tensions, it cannot be fully reduced to them.J Scenes of en­
counter do more than prevent violence or loss of face. When affines 
negotiate marriage or enemies make peace, they do so by means of per­
formance roles and rhetoric that alike represent them as coming to­
gether across great social and spatial distance. Speakers call out to each 
other as if from afar and are figured in tropes of a journey over rough 
terrain. The fictiveness of this drama is most evident in formal encoun­
ters between groups that have been allied for generations, existing in 
warm, daily contact. Here the perception of threat can be understood 
not just as a hedge against failure but as a way of publicly displaying 
the value of the relationship that is renewed through negotiations, im­
plicitly portraying renewal as a difficult achievement.4 I will argue that 
the perceived threat is associated, in part, with the general power that 
formal encounters have to shape social relations, with consequences for 
the economic standing, rank, and honor of those who enter into them. 
The power is real, and thus the outcomes are both uncertain and poten­
tially dire. As in many societies in which exchange is central (Mauss 
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[1925] 1990; Sahlins 1972), Anakalangese figuratively depict warfare 
to be the limiting case of a general threat that lies behind the scene of 
negotiation. In contrast to ritualized speech events in which the conse­
quential action occurs elsewhere, Anakalangese marriage negotiation 
can be the site of real contest. It requires confrontation between two­
and only two-sides. The two parties usually have a common stake in 
the successful outcome of their encounter, for an expensive transaction 
adds to the reputation of both sides. At the same time they often bear 
opposed interests, since too great a payment by ngaba wini may be ru­
inous. In negotiating prestation and counterprestation, each party must 
find its way between the competing demands of honor and economy. 
The tension between these two demands is complicated by the fact that 
each of the two parties to the exchange is composed of many persons 
whose own interests may not coincide: for example, the collective repu­
tation of the group may do little to compensate the costs incurred by 
their supporters even in the long run. Furthermore, the outcome, a mu­
tual achievement of both sides, is out of the hands of any single set of ac­
tors. If, as I argued at the end of the last chapter, Anakalangese assimi­
late the inscrutability of signs to that of persons, violence may be one 
way in which they imagine the consequences for themselves of that 

inscrutability. 
In addition to overcoming implicit threats, the separation of voice and 

agency, and their distribution among several distinct roles, have other 
effects, as representational practices. First, in common with other ritual 
and political forms of action, they permit principals to remain offstage 
but implicitly and authoritatively present. Second, they implicate the 
participants in a scale of action beyond that of everyday sociability, in­
volving an agency that transcends that of individual persons. Role struc­
ture and textual properties of ritual speech help index the group as an 
entity that in itself possesses agency. Finally, performance draws atten­
tion reflexively to the acts of both speaking and exchanging goods. In 
doing so, it emphasizes both that agents are exerting highly conscious 
control over representations and that these representations derive from 
ancestral knowledge that everyone ought to respect. Each party thereby 
also shows that it recognizes the other party as an agent that, like it­
self, knows the proper ways of doing things and is able to act on that 

knowledge. 
The scene of encounter is the locus for identifying and ratifying social 

ties that are always in the process of shifting, growing or diminishing. In 
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negotiating alliances, the link between winning recognition and marry­
ing is delineated in several myths about the first ancestors. Although the 
first marriages came about through superhuman feats rather than nego­
tiation, they contain elements that still inhere in the drama of negotia­
tion, challenge and recognition. For example, in the founding myth of 
Parewatana (see chapter 2), Ubu Pabal's own mother's brother refused 
to recognize him and denied him his right to his mother's brother's 
daughter, Rabu Robu, until he earned this recognition (and even after­
ward, tried to foist off on him a slave). His structural status as sister's 
son was not sufficient to make him into an affine. This story exaggerates 
and exemplifies the tension between affines. So, too, the pragmatic struc­
ture of present-day negotiations stylizes and dramatizes the challenges 
each affine poses to the other, that yera will not recognize ngaba wini as 
a rightful ally and that ngaba wini will in turn not recognize the true 
value of the relationship that results. 

The challenges of authoritative action arise not only between groups 
but also within them. In the negotiation of exchange, each party is nor­
mally composed of disparate elements. In addition to kabisu fellows and 
their affines, they might also include neighbors, various exchange part­
ners, debtors, and other ad hoc supporters (who on occasion are not 
even Sumbanese). Within the frame of the performance-that is, when 
one group faces another-these internal differences are momentarily sup­
pressed, since formally only two sides can meet. Regardless of their ac­
tual composition, the parties that negotiate exchange meet each other 
as kabisu. Whether the exchange is for marriage or some other purpose, 
such as peacemaking, these two parties are performatively constituted as 
ngaba wini and yera. This occurs the moment the two sides begin to 
represent themselves with words and objects. Speakers must use com­
plementary forms of address and give complementary prestations: even 
if the negotiation eventually fails and the two parties never become af­
fines, they must speak as affines for the duration of the encounter. Their 
categorical identities form a background that is presupposed by every­
thing else that takes place: as Elinor Keenan (1974: 134) notes, to the 
extent people focus on some aspects of what is going on-here the 
objects being exchanged and the proper forms of speech-other aspects 
(in this case, their respective identities as yera and ngaba wini) are be­
ing taken as given. One consequence of unsuccessful performance, then, 
is to bring into question that which should be taken for granted. 

Formality of text and performance are familiar aspects of ritual 
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speech. By "formality" here, I refer to several of the features described 
by Irvine (1979), namely, the use of highly structured and consistent 
code, the invoking of positional (rather than more personal or contin­
gent) identities, and a restricted focus on one situation. It is common, 
in discussing formality of speech, to give particular attention to the ex­
istence of strong constraints on code. One line of argument interprets 
these constraints as primarily coercive or conservative in function (Bloch 
1975). Such approaches emphasize one feature of ritual, that of seem­
ingly rigid formality, and sometimes lend themselves as well to taking 
at face value local assertions about the unchanging nature of tradition. 
As Irvine (1979) has made clear, however, "formality" is a complex 
notion, the properties and effects of which are not immediately self­
evident. Thus ritual speech can serve ends other than conservative, 
stabilizing, or didactic ones. Among these ends, it has been argued, is 
that of maintaining the arena in which political contention might come 
about (Brenneis and Myers 1984: 11; Hill and Irvine 1992). Indeed, 
insofar as formality (in its various kinds) makes salient what might oth­
erwise have remained quietly in the background, it may open up pos­
sibilities as much as foreclose them (Bauman 1977; Irvine 1979: 785; 
Merlan and Rumsey 1991). So it should not be surprising if, in certain 
cases, it is the most public events that are most likely to be the locus of 
transformations. Much will depend on what is at stake in a given type 
of speech event. When the central issue is defining and affirming group 
identities and relations, or asserting their value, speech performance may 
be not merely a means to, but itself a part of, the outcome. 

Formalized encounter such as the negotiation of marriage payments 
is an important locus not only for solidary action and acts of exchange 
but also for the display of the group as such, as it is physically assembled 
and represented as a united front to face the affine. It is also the preem­
inent site for naming relations, identifying actors, and specifying the 
nature of the relationships in play-many of which cannot be assumed 
concretely to preexist the scene of encounter. Indeed, despite people's 
normative protestations to the contrary, the well-known fact that alli­
ances are not always reliable suggests their value and continuity are not 
self-evident (Strathern 1984). Repeated cumulative scenes of encounter 
and exchange serve to give the alliance and its constituent parties a pal­
pable form. The iterability of kajiala and the compulsions of material 
debt work to raise them beyond the disparate moments of ceremonial 
encounter. In using kajiala, each party shows itself as master of an au-
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thoritative voice able to engage in dialogue with an equally authoritative 
interlocutor. At the same time, in these moments social relations come 
to be objects of consciousness, and thereby subject to vicissitudes: they 
may be not only confirmed but also challenged. 

~ATANG: GATHERING TOGETHER 

The fully onstage negotiation emerges out of a vast sea of back­
ground discussions that culminate in full-scale conferences called "l;>a­
tang." During each important step of the negotiation itself, the two par­
ties undergo often protracted internal consultations before sending their 
speakers to face each other. In principle, a consensus among all partici­
pants within each party is necessary. In meetings, many people are often 
quite unrestrained about expressing their opinions about proper pro­
cedures, prestations, and the relative statuses of participating groups. 
One rationale for the openness of the meeting and the need for consen­
sus is the general ideal of the solidarity among kal;>isu fellows and be­
tween them and those on whom they have called for support: the entire 
group should be made responsible for decisions. More specifically, those 
present are being asked to make contributions to the exchange and so 
have a material as well as a moral stake in the outcome. The l;>atang is 
thus a public stage on which the kal;>isu is present to itself and on which 
subordinate members have some opportunity to resist the desires of the 
leading figures. 

The loose organization and often contentious manner of the confer­
ence reflect a process of constructing an elevated mutual interest out 
of the devalued condition of a willful and disparate membership. ~a­
tang lie midway in the continuum of formality between everyday and 
fully ritualized interactions. They take place in the front room of the 
house, men sitting in a row along the benches, women at the sides or 
near the hearth. Women can participate, although rarely in the most 
authoritative styles of speech or commanding the floor for long. Their 
interventions often take the form of teasing, ironic, or chiding asides 
and sometimes storms of rage or weeping. Occasionally they take center 
stage, especially women of great personal authority or those with a spe­
cial interest in the case, such as the mother of a bride or groom. These 
women can even prevent the negotiation from continuing altogether, as 
when a Catholic mother induced her kal;>isu to reject a Protestant suitor. 

Unlike full ritual performance, there is no formal order of speaking, 
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and topic focus is difficult to maintain: men lacking in influence can at­
tempt to take the floor in a sort of filibuster to draw attention to griev­
ances or stray into unrelated matters.5 Although etiquette tends to per­
mit long uninterrupted speeches by participants, when things heat up 
three or four men may all be fighting for the floor, as women join in 
from the sidelines. As Ubu Janga, a young man who attends many ba­
tang but usually reserves his comments for private conversations, put it, 

That's why we all travel in a big group to the negotiation. It's not just so we 
can all eat meat, or so we can impress them with a big crowd. It's so we can 
confer and consult. Hence the couplet "turn the turning eyes, swivel with 
swiveling neck." 

Just as exchange demands collective participation, so, too, negotiation 
must arise out of collective discussion. Speakers must go on record "in 
front of horses." With this expression, Anakalangese refer to speech 
addressed to a forum, the presence of the audience ("horses") implying 
that the speaker is fully committed to his or her words. 

The batang is distinguished from both ordinary conversation and full­
fledged performance by the norm that everyone in attendance should 
speak up. Anakalangese insist that no one should speak or act alone­
but this means as well that no one should, in the event, dissent. The lead­
ers usually remain unobtrusive until they sense that everyone has had 
his or her say, or that the meeting must be brought to a resolution. By 
holding back, leaders spare themselves the embarrassment of making 
proposals that have no chance of being accepted. But there are further 
implications for how Anakalangese understand the relations of leaders 
to the gathering. There are two basic views-that leaders should not act 
against the collective wishes or that the group should not object to the 
actions of leaders. Which interpretation emerges is very much a matter 
of perspective: as Pak Migu complained to me, since people often are 
afraid to disagree with big men (the second perspective), big men can 
take their acquiescence at face value, as simply confirming that they are 
always right (the first perspective). 

Despite the sometimes freewheeling quality of batang, certain norms 
of deference should constrain the participants. When Ubu Remu was giv­
ing me his views on government one day, he compared it to a conference. 

When I was in Waingapu, I saw the DPR (national legislature) on television 
and realized it's just like a 1_,atang, 'big conference, joint discussion.' That 
is, I can't be rowdy, even if I'm attacked by another speaker. I wait until 
it's my turn to speak, then I begin, "That's true oh sir"--only then do I lay 
into him. 
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D~sputes over proper procedure break out frequently, and some negoti­
at10ns have been delayed or even collapsed because of internal fighting. 
~ man w_ho claims high standing for himself often expresses this by say­
ing that if he does not move, no one else dares to. This formula sum­
marizes a core notion of leadership: if one is truly essential to an action, 
one can contr~l events not by direct intervention but simply by holding 
back from act10n. At that point, all others will recognize that one is 
essential: the fact that nothing goes forward is sufficient testimony to 
one's own powers, expressed through the responses of others. When 
Mark~s's younger brother tried to enlist his support in acquiring a sec­
ond wife, Markus, a Protestant, refused. He pointedly made his absence 
visi~le, sitting in front of his house by the side of the road, as the pro­
cess10n of yera passed. Seeing the eldest brother was not in attenda'nce 
yera suspected all was not right within this brother's group. These doubt~ 
were soon confirmed, for when the major supporters saw that the per­
son most appropriate to be the sponsoring mother-father (ina-ama) was 
missi~g,_they began to have doubts that eventually led to the collapse of 
neg~t1at1ons. To hold back altogether, however, is drastic. More usually, 
leading men are defined by the timing and effectiveness of their inter­
ventions. Waiting until others have had their say, their words should at 
least seem to carry the day; as one man told me, 'All dogs bark, but only 
some track their prey to the kill.' 

When Ubu Janga commented on the need for consultation, he was 
thinking about a recent event that exemplifies the consequences of act­
ing without mediators. His kabisu (N) had already brought betel to ka­
bisu K, constituting a formal agreement to go ahead with a marriage 
negotiation, and they were now at the second step. They met as they 
had ~efore, at a house just outside the ancestral village proper, but now 
the site became a point of contestation. When N's procession arrived 
bearing five animals, they were challenged by the ritual negotiator (wu~ 
nang), speaking for Ubu Hami, leader of the most powerful family in K: 
'Is N. accustomed to taking women from [the garden hamlets] outside 
their village?' Although everyone knows that negotiations often take 
place outside ancestral villages, to reply "Yes" would have implied that 
they were "small." And here they were, left standing in the field, having 
not even been given welcoming dishes of betel. Ubu Hami, they discov­
ered, wasn't even in the house, but remained behind in the main part of 
the village. 

At this point, the matter began to get out of hand. Instead of con­
sulting with his party and going through his own ritual speaker, kabisu 
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N's leader, Ubu Kaledi, jumped directly into the fray and demanded to 
know 'Is there an ancestral house up there in the village?' By this he was 
issuing a counterchallenge, implying that the existence of a proper house 
in which to meet has not been significant enough for N to notice (some­
thing extremely implausible, since the two villages are only two kilome­
ters apart and are bound by long-standing ties of marriage). 

Now Ubu Kaledi withdrew to a neighboring house and waited while 
the members of K's party began to fight among themselves over what 
to do. After several hours, Ubu Kaledi-still without consulting his own 
party-strode over to K's house and announced that N was going home 
and would leave the cattle behind (at once a sign of disdain and a way 
to avoid the embarrassment of bringing home animals that had already 
left the village in a public procession). K was in an uproar, insisting they 
were about ready to start negotiating and pleading with Ubu Kaledi to 
be patient. But Ubu Kaledi led his party off, and they returned home 
late at night, empty-handed, hungry, and angry. Many of them had con­
cluded that the only solution was to force K's hand by kidnapping 
("snatching in the field") the girl in question. 

Ubu Janga told me this to exemplify what happens when egoists clash. 
The problem was on both sides, since there was no one on either side 
who could rein in their leaders, as a result of which, neither leader was 
willing to back down. Ubu Kaledi should never have spoken directly, 
without consulting with the rest of his party and without going through 
his wunang. And now people like Ubu Janga were ashamed to go back 
to K, which will make each subsequent step more difficult and probably 
more expensive. Ubu Janga's story draws together two aspects of nego­
tiation, the use of the speaker and the conference, under a single func­
tion, the avoidance of clashes of egos and face-saving. But this is not the 
only thing going on. 

One of the major causes of failed negotiations is discord within a sin­
gle side. The practical unity of a single party is produced by the goal of 
constructing good relations with an affine. Cutting across this are the 
potentially divisive interests of individual supporters in obtaining rec­
iprocity for their material contributions. A common way in which this 
tension plays itself out is in debates over procedures, for there is rarely 
full consensus over either procedures or the authority of other people's 
knowledge thereof. As a result, people can claim that others have made 
"mistakes," which they often attribute to the self-interest of participants 
in the l)atang. For example, when the kal)isu P was negotiating a daugh­
ter's marriage with L, they included a demand for a prestation normally 
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given only after one or two children have been born of the marriage. A 
man from L, in telling me about this, attributed it to two factors: that 
P's leaders lacked confidence in their knowledge of exchange and, as a 
result, that they were swayed by the advice of supporters who were 
more interested in raising the amount of prestations than in preserving 
a good connection between affines. Sometimes failure in negotiations is 
attributed to the machinations of a single man, for reasons of envy or a 
simple perverse desire to make others fail-a claim that captures well 
the general suspicion with which people in Anakalang tend to view the 
actions of others. This suspicion reflects the unstable unity achieved by 
each party to the negotiation, as multiple contributing interests are mo­
mentarily suppressed by the presence of the others whom they face. De­
spite its conceptual autonomy, the practical coherence of one kal)isu is 
thus predicated on interaction with another. What both the suspicion 
and the actual event bring out is the way in which both the economics 
of exchange and the demands of the speech event force people, some­
times unhappily, into relations of mutual dependence. As Markus put 
it, despite a bad exchange, if there is goodwill, the immediate kin of the 
married couple can always work out a compromise in private. The prob­
lem is the public forum, both because it places so much pressure on peo­
ple's pride and reputation and because it gives so many people a say in 
what transpires. Relations between a self and another are problematic 
enough. The ratifying and evaluating gaze of the third party, the public 
(both within and outside one's own kal)isu), which allows them no op­
portunity quietly to forge a separate peace, makes matters all the more 
difficult. 

HORUNG: FACING THE OTHER 

The major scene of negotiation is the formal encounter known as 
"ho rung." A ho rung, which takes place after a series of smaller but 
equally formal initial encounters, brings together two parties, one of 
(potential) yera, one of (potential) ngaba wini. In composition the two 
parties are symmetrical, consisting of all male heads of household who 
contribute goods to, or simply accompany, the principals, along with 
their wives and other members of their households in great numbers. 
The two parties should be roughly commensurate in scale. In part this 
is required by the ongoing internal conferring that requires consensus 
among participants and in part by logistics: there are prestations to be 
transported, betel to be distributed, coffee and food to be prepared. More 
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important, it would be shameful to appear with an inadequate follow­
ing and equally shameful to be met with insufficient numbers by the op­
posite party. 

Ideally the setting of the horung is the chief ancestral village of the 
host lineage.6 When the visitor's procession arrives, its members are 
seated in a house or specially constructed shelter separate from the house 
in which the host has congregated, and the betel and coffee of hospital­
ity are distributed. There the two parties remain, spatially segregated. 
Both parties can face last-minute shifts of support or material strength, 
as supporters desert or new ones are recruited. Thus the size of the en­
tourage is a rough index of the power of the group, the influence of the 
leader, the quantity of the prestations, and the importance of the event. 
In contrast to the scale of the party itself, the number of speaking par­
ticipants in the formal negotiation is quite limited: most of those pres­
ent serve as audience and witnesses (as a significant number do not even 
hear the actual negotiation). The horung effectively expands what Goff­
man ([1979] 1981: 84) calls the "social situation," the physical area 
within which people encounter one another "face to face," to include 
people who are not physically present. 

The structure of the interaction helps construct as agents social enti­
ties that are larger than the individual persons concerned. Within each 
party there are a few named roles. The parents of the groom and bride, 
the "boat master, horse owner" (mauri tena, mangu jara), are not nor­
mally leaders or even significant speakers in the group. Direction should 
be in the hands of other men with authority in the ka\;>isu. The latter are 
known by the generic term for all sorts of leadership, "mother-father" 
(ina-ama). By this expression (which is never used of actual "parents"), 
a biological male is represented, in his authority as the personification of 
a larger group, as dual-gendered. 7 Implicit within the formal expression 
of agency is a temporal dimension. Early in a negotiation, yera asks the 
visitors to identify themselves in reference to the mother-father: "Who 
packages the betel? Who wraps the areca?" His presence in the back­
ground is supposed to guarantee the collective commitment of the ka\;>isu 
to stand by its obligations. This person stands metonymically for the 
temporal extension presupposed in the scene of negotiation, by which 
the present action is binding on the future. 

Principals do not speak on their own behalf within the frame set by 
ritual speech, but remain in the background, figuratively brooding, like 
a "chicken which can't go down (from its roost), pig which can't go 
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out." They remain immobile, situated in the interior of the group (both 
physically and metaphorically), avoiding direct contact with the other 
group, while the speakers are on the periphery. Anakalangese also con­
strue the nature of this collective authority in terms of deferential com­
munication. As one man put it, the role of ritual speakers is like the 
bureaucratic chain of command of the Indonesian state: 'After all, you 
don't address the president directly do you? You go to the desa head, he 
goes to the district head, who goes to the regent, and so forth.' In a ho­
rung the principals should not directly present themselves to each other; 
the forms of interaction construct them as nonmanifest but presup­
posed presences. Typically, however, they gradually emerge into the fore­
ground over the course of the negotiation as it approaches resolution.s 

The negotiators and spokesmen are known as wunang, literally, "weav­
ing heddles" (Adams 1980: 214 ). Unlike ratus (priests), who hold per­
manent ascribed offices, negotiators or spokesmen are chosen on an 
occasional basis and on the grounds of personal skill. As the occasion 
decreases in importance, so too does the degree of skill required of the 
person serving as wunang. One result is that the best wunangs also serve 
the greatest number of parties, whereas men of more ordinary abilities 
and knowledge represent only local interests, in relatively minor events. 
Degree of ritual knowledge, extensiveness of social and spatial range, 
and weightiness of event tend, then, to be mutually iconic. 

In full-fledged negotiation, however, the leaders often do not even 
address their own representatives directly, for the hosts, at least, should 
have two pairs of ritual speakers. In each pair, one is the wunang, the 
other a respondent. The hosts must have one wunang "who sits the 
speech" (ma madi(iung na panewi), the man who actually voices the con­
sensus of the party in full kajiala, the ritual speech of negotiation. It is 
his task to formulate and present this consensus to the second wunang. 
The latter, "the one who travels" (na ma halaku), receives this message 
and conveys it to the "traveling" wunang of the opposite party. Neither 
wunang, however, normally participates in forming the actual consen­
sus: their concern is with the forms of speech, in a division of responsi­
bilites reflecting that between voice and agency. 

Sitting next to each wunang is a respondent known as ma ka(iehang 
("the one who serves as the ka(iehang") or ma hima ("the one who an­
swers"). Furthermore, in terms of the performance, a wunang addresses 
not the wunang who faces him but rather this respondent at the latter's 
side-in formal terms, the wunang only overhears his opposite number. 
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The speech of kajiala takes the form of a dialogue between these two 
speaking parts. The wunang periodically punctuates his speech to ex­
claim the ka9ehang of the opposite party, to which the respondent an­
swers "Go on!" (Ma/o!).9 In addition to responding to the ka9ehang, 
the respondent periodically interjects stylized back-channel cues: "That's 
it!" "True indeed!" "Right!" Other than that he remains silent, and his 
only other action is to assist the speaker in carrying offering dishes or 
the betel pouch. Every kaQisu possesses at least one ka9ehang, a name 
by which it is addressed in ritual dialogues. In keeping with more gen­
eral Anakalangese norms of name avoidance, when using ritual speech 
the kaQisu is never directly addressed by its everyday name but by this 
ka9ehang, which itself is usually an avoidance name for an ancestor, 
usually that of a slave. Underlying this use is a pragmatic trope of war­
fare, for the name is shouted out as if from afar, and the slave in ques­
tion is said to be the one who went foremost in times of war. 10 Theim­
age of the slave also figures the division of speech roles: some say that a 
noble should have two slaves, the "person who is first" who speaks and 
"the person who is later" who receives the speech of others. 

At length the leader gives the "sitting" wunang the message to be de­
livered. At this point, the actual couplets in which the message is to be 
conveyed may still be sketchy. The "sitting" wunang responds by deliv­
ering a brief summary to the leader by way of confirmation and then 
turns to the "traveling" wunang to repeat the message in its entirety 
(even though his listener has heard the entire message from first delivery 
and in summation). Having received the message from the "sitting" wu­
nang, the "traveling" one recites it back to him and then walks over to 
face the wunang of the other side, who remains seated throughout this 
time in front of the visiting party (see fig. 10). The latter repeats it back 
to him to confirm that he has understood and then turns to the "sit­
ting" wunang of his own party to pass it on. The sitting wunang then 
confirms reception and passes it on in turn to the leaders of the group 
(who were witness to the very first presentation of the message). 

This process of verbatim repetition and prolongation of chains of 
communication through linked dialogue pairs is an important feature 
of kajiala. This repetition seems to have both practical and stylistic ef­
fects. It helps the messengers remember the detailed message they are 
to convey, and it serves as a highly public confirmation of the message 
within the context of the gathering: no one should be able to claim later 
that they didn't know what was going on. Furthermore, some people 
add, it makes sure that the ancestors in the house are aware of what 
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vJs1tors' house plaza hosts' house 

visitors' respondent hosts' respondent 

i <J/t>-<l/ t>-- - ---------·<J/t>-/ ~I 
l<J t>-<1 t>-------------<1 t>-<1 

v1s1tors' wunang hosts' travellmg wunang hosts' sitting wunang 

\l \l \l \l \l \l 
olher members of party other members of party 

- - - - connects single speaker 

dirett address 

Figure 10. Schematic diagram to show disposition of the major participants in 
horung (not to scale). 

is going on. But in addition, as I have argued in the previous chap­
ter, repetition is itself a formal value. Repetition constructs a form 
of parallelism that has the effect of foregrounding the iterable quality 
of language and its detachability from the context and adds layers of 
mediating words between principals and authors, the animators, and 
the ultimate addressees. In the process, it forms a pragmatic icon of the 
distance that is to be progressively overcome through the course of the 
negotiation. 

The figure of wunang is somewhat ambiguous. Serving at the request 
of more powerful persons, and mediating between potentially hostile 
parties, they can be self-effacing and soft-spoken (see fig. 12).11 Their 
lot, like that of ratus, is often depicted as one of suffering, because they 
take on the worries and risks of others. In an oratorical lament, one 
wunang depicted himself as "tired with fishing, weary with hunting." 
Another couplet, "I am a single horse, I am an only child," uses con­
ventional images of pathetic social isolation to stress the wunang's rela­
tive independence of the group he serves. Like women, they form con­
nections between affines, joint weavers of consensus who "await the 
Water spider, spin the cotton thread." After a tense moment during one 
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~atang I recorded, a wunang turned to the mother-father of his party, 
saymg, 

Yes, that's right Ubu. Because the two of us are the ones in the middle, right? 
We don't take sides between the two. Only, as you said earlier, my Ubu, in­
deed, that's right, I'm certain. Only, it's just that, oh Ubu, the good, it's good 
[to] "unify the seed in the garden, divide the water among the rice fields." 

Wunang should restrain the excesses and tempers of their principals. 
Ubu Remu described one encounter between Ubu Dongu and a group 
of yera who had offended him in their previous encounter. When yera 
showed up in front of the house bearing prestations for a new round of 
exchange, as Ubu Remu prepared to address them, Ubu Dongu stood 
behind him the whole time whispering to him 'Chase them away! Chase 
them away!' Ubu Remu told me, 'We would have been within our rights 
to do so-but if I make peace between them, later both sides profit: 
Ubu Dongu can go to his yera any time he wants and ask them for cloth 
and pigs. Not that they give me anything-he's the one who gains.' As 
the last remark makes clear, wunang can take great pride in their disin­
terestedness. One of the most eloquent wunangs I knew, Arna Delu, in­
sisted that the wunang's chief aim and greatest pleasure is to discover 
the path by which both sides can arrive at mutual happiness. 

In keeping with their stature as figurative war leaders, however, 
many wunang are unusually self-confident and aggressive men, standing 
straighter and speaking more loudly than others (see fig. 11). A man 
skilled in ritual speaking is a "knowledgable male" (moni pengu) and a 
good wunang is said to be a "fierce tongue" (tara bani lama), while one 
who is uncertain or lacks fluency is dumuru, like the stumbling of a lame 
or frightened horse. Wunangs are somewhat exempt from ordinary so­
cial mores. One wunang, after a nightlong negotiating session at a strang­
er's house, made off with several coffee tree seedlings without asking. 
People suggested he was testing the strength of his spirit (dewa; see chap­
ter 8): having built up his forcefulness through performance, he was 
pushing things to see how far his dewa could carry him. Were he to get 
away with it, his dewa would grow that much stronger. 

Like ratus, wunang say they never actively learn their skills. Rather, 
the knowledge just comes to them. When I knew Ubu Laiya, for in­
stance, he was about fifty, an extremely vigorous man who could be away 
from home for weeks on end, serving in negotiations all over Anaka­
lang. Although his father had been an important player in exchange, he 
had not followed him but spent his teenage and early adult years gam­
bling and stealing. Eventually, however, marriage led him to settle down 

Voices, Agents, and Interlocutors 155 

Figure 11. Strong speech: After several previous encounters ended badly, ngaba 
wini's wunang faces yera as they present a round of prestations in the plaza. 
The father of the groom stands behind the wunang, near the doorway (Manu 
Kaka, August 1986). 

and his aging father began to send him to take his place in negotiation 
and prayer. 

But I never studied, it would be useless to try, tomorrow you'd forget.12 You 
get it from dreams or visions. Like one night you'll dream the whole path of 
the dead [a long list of place-names in couplet form recited in mortuary 
rites], maybe next week you'll dream marriage negotiations. Nowadays I'm 
constantly dreaming adat, dealing with problems, like my mind is working 
while I sleep. I'm always on call, every week I'm needed somewhere. (WK: 
Weren't you nervous at first?) No, I was never nervous. In fact, I was eager 
for the other wunang to stop talking so I could start. If there are only a few 
people listening, I don't feel up for it-I really like it if there are more than a 
hundred people on each side. 

Because wunang are men who are summoned and sent, it is inappro­
priate for a man of too high a standing to serve. Because they are medi­
ators, it is also inappropriate for someone with too close an interest in 
the negotiation to serve. The position of wunang as one who is at once 
respected and defined, at least for purposes of the event in question, as 
an outsider, is shown in the formality of the material recognition he re­
ceives. Like payments to a ratu, as a kind of kahewa (see chapter 3) it is 
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distinguished both from payments for labor and from the free services 
provided by close kin. It consists of cloth or metal, determined by the 
category of the relationship between wunang and principals. The pay­
ment should not be too large, lest it define the wunang as a "stranger" 
to those for whom he speaks.13 Wunang usually stress the fact that their 
efforts greatly outstrip any payment they receive. Arna Delu told me 
that were a wunang to accept too large a payment, his very life would 
be at risk. In this way, he stressed the relative autonomy of the wunang.14 

KAJIALA: THE SPEECH OF NEGOTIATION 

Participant roles and performance structure make salient the act of 
speaking and the structure of dialogue. The central act is that of giv­
ing and, even more salient, that of reciprocating, to "reply by tongue, 
match by mouth," a figure for material exchange that identifies the giv­
ing of things with the structure of spoken conversation. The spoken text 
is likewise permeated with self-reference, and sometimes with the impli­
cation that speech may fail. The first formal stage of negotiations oc­
curs when potential ngaba wini appear at the woman's village. The scene 
is enacted as if between strangers, and the visitors are formally asked to 
identify themselves and their purpose. 

J;kya na kurangu pawuku 
yeka na kaboku pamanyerang 

na kabu jara 
yeka na kuru ahu 

Where is the intending shrimp 
and the searching fish? 

the horse's belly 
and the dog's throat? 

The scene of negotiation plays out an encounter in which nothing is 
known except that which has been presented formally, on center stage, 
within the spatial and temporal frame of the event. 

Below is a transcription of the final stage of negotiation, beginning 
with the opening segment of a speech made by the wunang of a party of 
yera to his counterpart. The two wunang had met a month previously in 
a smaller consultation to set the stage for the present horung. The speaker 
opens the present encounter by using reported speech to confirm the 
events of the previous meeting. Quoting the yera, he lists the prestations 
(lines 10-13) made at that time to formally open the encounter by wel­
coming the guests with a meal. He then quotes the words with which he 
had received the message brought by his interlocutor and had promised 
to transmit it to his own party (lines 23-37). Finally he confirms that he 
has delivered the message as promised (lines 42-47). The opening cry 
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(tanawudo) is/' frame-setting formula that opens a single turn at speech. 
Pada Pari (PP) is the ka9ehang used to address the ngaba wini Pala-
jangu (PL) is that of the yera.ts ' 

PL: Tanawudo, Pada Pari! 
PP: Malo! 

PL: Wimu<;lipa nutu waiga: 
"Laiju ~amu keri 
na tuwu Ii panewimi Palajangu 

pala l,Jamu toma 
na kayi Ii kajialamu Palajangu 

Pada Pari! 
PP: Malo! 
PL: "Ta lolu na hawalangu 
ta jara haingi 

ta mamuli na hapapa 
ta hapi haingi, 

!au kana anyaka na auhu 
!,Jana taka ta hadoka pena pari 

daku pawatu ngodu doku 
lau kana inunyaka na wai 

!,Jana toma ta halibaru palolu" 

Pada Pari! 
PP: Malo! 
PL: Higulna, Pada Pari! 
PP: Malo! 

PL: "Na gapi paki Palajangu 

na tuwu Ii panewimi 
kataku lima jara 

na kayi Ii kajialami 
ho~a ngidu ahu. 

Kaku pajingipagi 
ta pajingi mata (PP: Mala) 

ta maurina na tena 
ta madi<;li oli pera 

ta boku mamu dumu 
kaku pab~ilipagi . 
ta pabaili goru 

ta ngo<;lu oli lihina 
ta manguna na jara 

ta apu mamu <;lumu" 
wina<;lipa nutu waigana 

Listen to this, Pada Pari! 1 
Goon! 

You were saying just now: 
"Leap when you followl 6 
Palajangu connects your words 5 
of speech 
cross over when you arrive 
Palajangu receives your words of kajiala" 

Pada Pari! 
Goon! 
"By the one strand of chain 
by one horsel7 

by one pendant 
by one cow, 

go so he can eat the rice18 
when he arrives at the granary 

I don't merely sit dumb as stone 
go so he can drink the water 

when he has come to the benches" 

Pada Pari! 
Goon! 
Another thing, Pada Pari! 
Goon! 

"Palajangu clenches it 

he connects your spoken words 

10 

15 

20 

takes in horse hands 25 
he receives your words of kajiala 

snaps up in dog's teeth. 

First let me turn 
my turning eyes (Go on) 

to the ship master 30 
to the sitting parrot companions 

to your grandfather 
first let me swivel 
with swiveling neck 

to the seated flank companions 35 
to the horse owner 

to your grandmother" 
he said just now 
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bana pakayi koba kurangu 

Palajangu. 

Pada Pari! 
PP: Malo! 

PL: Pina pabailigi 
ta pabaili goru 

<;la boku mamu t;lumu 
t;lina pajingigi 
ta pajingi mata 

<;la apu mamu t;lumu. 
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when passing back and forth the shrimp's 
skin19 

(said) Palajangu. 40 

Pada Pari! 
Goon! 

So I swiveled 
the swiveling neck 

(as) your own grandfathers 
so I turned 
the turning eye 

(as) your own grandmothers. 

45 

I will stress two points here. The first is the self-referential emphasis 
in this text on speech itself. The second is the degree to which partici­
pant roles in general and speech roles more specifically are named and 
characterized. The opening invocation is not to receive but to listen. 
This is followed by a locutive that names the other (the kac,iehang of the 
opposed ka~isu) and then a recapitulation of speech in the previous en­
counter. This recapitulation itself consists in turn of a reference to the 
act of speaking (lines 24-27) and the use of the speaker's own kac,ie­
hang (line 23 ), the address form used by the other to address him. The 
speaker then quotes his own speech as reported of a third person, im­
plicating the principals on whose behalf he speaks (line 37). In addi­
tion, the self-reference of the speakers emphasizes the formal structure 
of the scene of negotiation: "so I swiveled the swiveling neck ... " 
(lines 42 and 44) graphically depicts the act of turning about to face 
the party that one represents when conveying the message from the 
other side. 

The passage confirms the exchanges made at the previous meeting, 
along with the formal name that metonymically specifies the type of 
event in question ("eat the rice, drink the water," already mentioned in 
lines 14 and 1 7, refer to the first stage in which visitors are formally re­
ceived). Such self-reference has the performative effect of affirming the 
ongoing nature of the commitments in question and signaling that both 
sides agree on what they are doing. In the process it embeds the present 
within a longer series of events, forming a single project and, ideally, 
implicating the participants in a teleology to which there ought to be 
only one outcome, a successful union. 

Reflexive moments are not always affirmative, however. Reported 
speech can be used to remind people of previous commitments from 
which they have strayed. Thus ngaba wini might claim to be fully pre-
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pared to give the core part of the marriage payment, the "tabooed cat­
tle" (/;Ja<;la /;Jiha), without needing to negotiate, with the words 

Ku jara bani ngaru 
ku ahu tara ngidu 

koku pakaraiya na bokugu 
ati pakadingu na apugu 

I am a brave-mouthed horse 
I am a fierce-toothed dog 

begging neck my grandfather 
requesting liver my grandmother 

meaning 'I dare to ask for this woman.' If subsequently they turn out 
not to have everything that yera expects, yera can challenge them for 
having used these words: 

Waiga ta kawunga jeli jara 
yeka ta kawunga laiju ahu 

mu "Koku pakaraiya na boku" 
mu "Ati pakat;lingiya na apu" 

Jie ba nimi 

karera paparakaga na bokumu 
mu kapu papatut;lanya na apumu 

Earlier at the first horse jump 
and at the first dog leap 

you (said) "Begging neck the grandfather" 
you (said) "Requesting liver the 
grandmother" 

But now 

satisfy your grandfather's betel pouch 
fulfill your grandmother's purse 

Quotation here has the effect of invoking words that had been said ear­
lier as fully performative commitments. 

Returning to the previous example, the lines that follow (lines 28 ff.) 
denote the act of referring the offer back to the party represented by the 
wunang: only now are the other participants mentioned. They are named 
in the roles relevant to the context established by the speech itself: the 
pair "ship master, horse owner" (lines 30 and 36) denotes the father 
of the girl, and the pair "parrot companions, flank companions" (lines 
31 and 35) are the members of his party. The terms "grandfather" and 
"grandmother" (which here refer to yera as one pole in a structural 
relationship, but which can have the general sense of "ancestors") rhe­
torically play on the ideal of ongoing alliance to focus on the transfor­
mation of potentially unstable asymmetries between affines into more es­
tablished status differences based on generation, such as mother's brother 
and sister's son. Having reported the gist of both his interlocutor's and 
his own speech, the wunang now reports that his task, promised in the 
previous meeting, has been accomplished. The compelling power of the 
promise is reinforced by echoing the very words in which it had been 
made. With this, he now makes the offer. 

Having set the frame and named the relevant roles, the speaker brings 
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the point of reference to the present. He lists item by item t~e presta­
tions that his party has given, along with the counterprestat10ns they 
now request. His speech frames these requests as reported speec~ ema­
nating from various structural positions within yera. The nammg of 
discrete components of bridewealth also serves to articulate the ~rocess 
of negotiation. It provides a series of distinct moments at which the 
ngaba wini can balk at the demands of the yera and the latter i~ t~rn 
show disappointment at the counteroffers made to them ~see the s1i:niI~r 
structure in Keenan 1975). Ideally these moments of resistance exist m 
order to be overcome, thus accentuating the sense--even in secure, close 
alliances-that successfully concluded negotiation is an achievement. In 

practice, they can become the foci of seriou~ contention. . . 
This passage concludes with self-referential words that exp~1c1tly de­

note the successful transmission of speech, and thus, by convent10n, mark 

the end of one turn of talk: 

PL: Kaku Ioli waingu Ii 
ngidi waingu peka. 

Pada Pari! ~ijalugi! 

PP: Jiedi! 

I convey the words 
bring the message. 

Pada Pari! I stow it here! 

Yes! 

Ngaba wini's wunang responds conventionally, by quo~in~ his inter­
locutor's report of having to go back to his party. Contmumg the ~o­
cus on the act of speaking and manifesting the recurrent concern with 
words gone astray, he then confirms both the procedural correctness of 
the quoted lines and the situational correctness of the message that was 

conveyed: 

PP: Ada palaya 
papala waingu jaraya 

ta papala Wanukaka 
Iara liya 

pali waingu tauya 
ta pali Laboya. 

Da sagatu kalalakac,limi 
uru tau ma dainguya 

da leti ta kadapukac,limi 
wewi tau memangu. 

Crossing trail there 
for crossing by horse there 

at the Wanukakan crossing 
followed path there 

for men to follow there 
at the Laboyan way. 

You didn't step on thorns 
steps of men of old there 

you didn't tread on rotten wood 
track of ancient men.20 

He then goes on to refer to the most immediate stretch of speech, namely, 
the initial set of requests. He frames this reference with a couplet that 
denotes the act of making a formal statement (lines 1-4) and then, 
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within the reported speech, names his own party as the object of ad­
dress within the quotation (lines 5-8): 

PP: Napaka jeli balineka 
na jara pakaletimu 

napaka laiju balineka 
na ahu papawujiemu 

"Kana tanawuwaka Pada Pari 
baku talaru panaingu 

kana tanawuwaka Pada Pari 
baku bajaru pamulangu." 

So now he leaps again 
your riding horse 

so now he jumps again 
your favored dog 

"So that Pada Pari may listen to me 
when I put all in rows 

so that Pada Pari may listen to me 
when I plant in a line." 

1 

5 

Lines 6 and 8 are doubly reflexive, referring to both the correct order 
of speaking and the straight row of dishes containing tokens of presta­
tions. By associating poetic speech with the visible setup, these couplets 
stress the jointly iconic quality of both words and things, that they are 
diagrammatically faithful to ancestral procedures. Pada Pari's wunang 
confirms that he will convey the message without alteration or mistake: 

Dana duhama ta mawu 
ugukaguhaka ta ugu lima 

dana lebama ta Iara 
bagikaguhaka ta bagi kabu. 

Daku lagoru pakasilumanya 
ta lagoru koku jara 

daku paji pakaborumanya 
ta paji keri teku. 

Not rejected in the shadows 
I grasp them in grasping fist 

not discarded on the road 
I gird them at girt waist. 

I don't damp the bells 
bells at horse's neck 

I don't wrap up the banner 
banner at pole's base. 

He will bring the message back to his own principal, who is identified as 

ma paborunya ta boru bagi 
ta dutu jara mamu c,lumu 

ma patakunya na taku lima 
ta keri ahu mamu c,lumu 

he who belts him at the waist 
your own following horse 

he who puts the staff in his hand 
your own trailing dog 

The latter two couplets identify the principal as an established ngaba 
wini (conventionally referred to as "following horse, trailing dog"), 
thereby one who is indebted as well as someone who should be pro­
tected. They also identify the principal member(s) of ngaba wini as the 
unitary authorizing agency that lies behind the words of the wunang: it 
is this agent who gives the wunang his belt and walking stick, equip­
ping him for the journey, figuratively across a long distance (that same 
figurative distance across which the ka<;iehang is shouted), to face the 
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opposite party. With the focus on the agency of the principal, it is com­
mon for the wunang to refer to himself in the third person as here. 

In responding, the other wunang confirms the correctness of each item 
in turn, affirming that the offer will be passed on to his own party. Each 
item in the request receives its counteroffer, followed by qualifying lines 
that stress the perduring nature of the relationship between the two 
sides, as in this image connoting the generations of women who have 
already passed from the yera to occupy the hearth benches in the home 
of the ngaba wini: 

PP: Mali binukac;liya na lac;lu c;leta 
mali matukac;liya na lac;lu wawa 

As long as the upper bench is full 
as long as the lower bench is crowded 

Since even the smoothest negotiation must move in stages of enacted re­
sistance to the putatively weighty demands of the yera, additional hedges 
are necessary, ones that also play on the speech event character of the 
action. They express a firm commitment to the relationship; the ngaba 
wini will remember the debt and the promise that are brought about in 
this encounter: 

PP: ~ada nungaha newimadi 
katikugu ma tidungu 

l;Jada toraja tikimadi 
kabakigu ma c;laituha 

Even if not firmly uttered 
my head will carry them 

even if not dyed and spoken 
my shoulder will bear them 

The yera's wunang will then receive the counteroffer and repeat it, again 
offering assurances that he will not misrepresent it. After reporting back 
to his own party, he will meet his counterpart again. Often these in­
termediate stages involve no further traveling between sides, for the 
wunang of the visiting party only need swivel about and face his own 
party, while his counterpart awaits the response. This passage back and 
forth between the two sides, enormously drawn out by the conventions 
of repetition and layering of speakers, slowly whittles away at the dif­
ference between the amounts demanded and offered. In addition to the 
prolongation that is built into the forms of communication, the negoti­
ation is also protracted by a tendency on both sides to resist too rapid a 
resolution. Although this is in part conventional, a matter of honor and 
challenge, it can become quite earnest as well and develop into serious 
ruptures both between and within parties. Often a single nightlong ses­
sion is not sufficient to bring the matter to an end. Eventually, however, 
most negotiations reach some sort of accommodation. 

As the concluding passages approach, the wunang increasingly tend 
to break the frame of kajiala, reverting to colloquial speech to count up 
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the prestations agreed upon to that point, and the principals often take 
an increasingly active role. The latter emerge from their initial prescrip­
tive absence in the first small meetings between the two sides to the 
point at which agreement has been reached and they finally come face to 
face. When the ngaba wini have reached the limit of what they are will­
ing to give, they may throw themselves on the pity and understanding of 
the yera. In the example given here, the wunang adopts the "voice" of 
the bride or her mother (implied through the use of female speaker kin 
terms in lines 3, 6, and 8): 

PP: Garikiwalmaka? 

Malangu nai l;Joku 
malangu nai ana moni. 

Garikiwalinaka? 

Malangu nai apu 
malangu nai rina moni 

~a ai takakajaka 
ku WO cakakac;linaha ana moni 

What else can be done? 

Grandfather is right 
brother is right. 

What else can be done? 

Grandmother is right 
brother's wife is right. 

If there really were (those items) 
truly I would give them to brother 

(we are like) unparting rope 

1 

5 

laiku da ma betahu 
ai da ma bata (we are like) unbreaking wood 10 

The reversal of gender may underline the subordination of ngaba wini 
to yera. It also represents the exchange as transacted not between men, 
across lineage boundaries, but as a gift from sister to brother. The last 
couplet here asks for recognition that a perduring debt has been estab­
lished which need not be foreclosed at the present. At this point the di­
rect, unnegotiated exchange between the wunang themselves closes the 
frame of the formal scene of negotiation. Now, at the point where direct 
participation in exchange by men who have until then spoken only as in­
termediaries to the exchanges of others closes the frame, the principals 
who have remained in the background can speak directly to each other. 
This meeting usually consists of some small talk and mutual assurances 
that the accounting of prestations on each side is in agreement and that 
the animals promised on credit will eventually be forthcoming. 

THE SLIPPAGE OF WORDS 

I have summarized a case of negotiation that runs smoothly. But it is 
important to realize that in Anakalang, kajiala is not a ceremonial event 
the outcome of which has been determined in advance, or becomes 
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inevitable once the machinery is set into play. The insistence on correct 
form, the repetitive naming and delegating of roles, and the assurances 
that words will not go astray all operate against the background aware­
ness that they could fail. Even wunangs nod. At such times, others, even 
the mother-father may have to intervene. This happened, for instance, in 
August 1993, when kal;>isu B, as ngaba wini, went to kal;>isu W for the 
second stage of exchange, to bind them to an engagement, aft~r hav­
ing already brought betel to initiate the negotiations. Since this was a 
relatively easy step, and the alliance was well worn, B relied on a close 
relative of marginal competence. W had just formally presented their 
guests with a meal and a prestation, called "orating neck," to ask their 
intention. Now B's wunang was conveying his principals' response. 
Nervously, he merely named ngaba wini's counterprestation, "mate of 
tracks," and the prestation from yera to which this was responding: 

Kayigaha 

hapapa ruku 
hagal;>a ka9u 

goru wara 
wihi laiju 

l;>a winaga na l;>oku 

Receive them 

a mate of tracks 
a half-pair of horns 

orating neck 
leaping feet 

so grandfather tells you 

This rather bald speech permitted yera to act confused about ngaba 
wini's full intention, and they sent over a cloth to ask whether their vis­
itors meant to go directly on to the next, very heavy, stage of nego­
tiations that same night. In more troubled circumstances, this might 
have led to an expensive turn of talk and exchange to clarify matters. As 
it was, the reply cost ngaba wini a mamuli, and some embarrassment 
as their mother-father stepped in to address yera's wunang directly, in 
colloquial speech. Later, this mother-father told me what their wunang 
should have said. 

Agika na auhu 
inugika na wai. 

Higulna: 

"Goru wara 
wihi laiju" 

i;>a winaga na l;>okugu, na apugu, 
malanguna. 

Nau wali namu: 

I eat the rice 
I drink the water. 

Another thing: 

"Orating neck 
leaping feet" 

as my grandfather, grandmother tells you, 
it's true. 

So here then: 

1 

5 
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Figure 12. Deferential speech: Ngaba wini's wunang (left of center, leaning for­
ward) speaks softly as he receives cloth (in front of him on the floor) during the 
initial visit to "bring betel" to prospective yera (Pasunga, August 1993). 

l 

"Kaku papane ta ngaru 
libaru ta lama 

kayigaha: 

na hapapa ruku 
9a hagal;>a ka4u 

pakanguka mangu rauguha 
pakanguka mangu loluguha 

ta l;>okugu 
ta apugu. 

Daku wolumaja padau4a 
daku rawimaja panyie9a. 

Jieka9ikiha 

~a paletigu ta wihi 
~a pa-ugugu ta lima." 

win a 

laiku logi 
pinu l;>agi 

"That I match with mouth 
reply by tongue 

receive them: 

the mate of tracks 
the half-pair of horns 

together with their leaves 
together with their vines 

at my grandfather 
at my grandmother. 

I don't make their sites 
I don't fashion their places. 

These are they 

what my feet tread 
what my hands grasp." 

says 

tied hair 
full waist 

10 

15 

20 

25 
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9ana panewi pamagolingu 
9ana panewi pamanyobangu. 

Higulna: 

abi 9a pala binu wai 
9a halaku binu mapu 

ku wolu9aha 

when he reclining speaks 
when he lying down speaks. 

Another thing: 

let them not cross on water 
walk on grass21 

I make them 

palu ta ka9ena hit on the back 
rabahu kamodu strike on the butt 

kayigaha receive them 

hapang, hapang, hawala, hapapa a stick, a stick, a sheet, a mate
22 

l;iaku toma l;ialija as I come back again 

9a kaboru kuta the betel wraps 
9a kakoba winu the areca packages 23 

30 

35 

This fuller and more nuanced speech has a more specific performative 
and communicative effect than the bare presentation of gifts. It opens by 
reflexively naming the acts being performed. One formally accepts the 
meal (lines 1-2), the other acknowledges and affirms the correctness of 
yera's other prestation (lines 4-5). It then names the counterprestation 
(lines 12-13). It immediately qualifies this, however, by declaring (lines 
14-15, 18-19) that they give the requisite five animals as a group, with­
out specifying their individual destinations. The implication is that the 
animals are too humble to stand up to public scrutiny through acts of 
individuating reference. In conjunction with the self-lowering couplet 
that modifies the verb of locution (lines 26-2 7), this prepares yera for 
subsequent requests not to press their ngaba wini too hard. It frames 
the supplicant as one who asks pity and deserves to receive it on the 
basis of previous ties (since only a long-established ally has the right to 

say "together with their leaves"). 
The concluding couplets strengthen the performative specificity of 

the act. As always, the animals are accompanied by tokens in the of­
fering dish. The wunang should take care to name them, however, usu­
ally pointing to each in turn as he does so, to be sure that they are fully 
bound to both the animals they represent and the act they carry out. In 
this case, they are named both as a collectivity (lines 31-32) and one by 
one (line 35). Finally, this gift is linked to the previous encounter be­
tween the two groups (lines 36-38), when B brought the betel. By spec-
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ifying this, he affirms the fact that the present carries through the mo­
mentum initiated and fulfills the commitments forged in the past. The 
f~ller statement is thus at once more artful, more formal, performa­
tively more secure, and communicatively more specific. 

CHALLENGES 

The facts of memory and temporal depth, all those things that are 
most vul~erab~e to cha.llenge in the heat of the moment, are most likely 
to be at issue m quest10ns of appropriateness to context, because it is 
here that the use or omission of couplets can have constitutive effects. 
Thus another case concerns how speakers identify the type of relation­
ship in which they are involved. As Ubu Hudi recollected his own mar­
riage (which opened a new alliance), his wunang, Ubu Laiya, addressed 
yera saying 

kapapungu patadung 
kamata papamula 

wala wai hawurutung 
tada ai tanyalang 

planted beans 
planted sweet potato 

flecks of gurgling water 
flakes of bark 

Since t?ese couplets are properly employed only for old allies, using 
them gives yera an opportunity to criticize. In this case, for example 
they objected: ' 

Garikina 9umu loku habi? 
garikina 9umu tana loliya? 

I,3akalanga 

da dutu jara daimaka 
da keri ahu memamaka. 

Ku kurung l;iaku rangu 
ku yabar 9aku elang. 

Pa9uangu jeli jaramu 
pa9uangu laiju ahumu. 

I,3akalangu naumu: 

ma pakayiya na kana pipi 
ma pa-eriya na wuku mata 

tana tuwu 
watu lihi 

Why are you a paused-at river? 
why are you a stopped-by land? 

In fact 

not an old following horse 
not an original trailing dog. 

I heard poorly 
I saw unclearly. 

Let your horse leap a second time 
let your dog jump a second time. 

In fact, it's this way: 

ones with connected cheeks 
ones with matching eyebrows 

connected land 
adjacent stone 

1 

5 

10 
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With these words, the offended wunang protested, suggesting (lines 1-2) 
that the speaker had strayed from the path (the opposite of the affirma­
tive "crossing trail, followed path"). He then challenged the imputation 
that the two parties had a long-standing affinal relationship by repeat­
ing the claim by using a more common couplet (lines 4-5) in order to 
deny it. Reflexively addressing the question of speech, the wunang de­
nied he has even received the message and displaced the problem to a 
confusion of the senses, asking for a rephrasing. At the same time, he 
softened his challenge by acknowledging the existence of a relationship, 
albeit one of shared descent through women (lines 11-14). 

The offender retracted with these lines: 

Nau namu 

lauka daku jalakaka 
lauka daku dokukaka 

nau namu 

kayigeya mamuli na hapapa 
kayigeya jaragu hangiu 

So here 

that I not go too wrong 
that I not go too mistakenly 

so here 

receive this one mamuli 
receive this my one horse 

1 

5 

Taking up the face-saving claim of some relationship, he limits the error 
(lines 1-3) and pays a fine (lines 5-6). The fine was reciprocated with 
one cloth, and the negotiations continued. Ubu Hudi explained to me 
that really only powerful nobles should make this sort of challenge: the 
yera in this case was led by two of the wealthiest and most influential 
men of the day. Only the wealthy have the resources to back up the 
exchanges and only the nobles have such a stake in getting things r~ght 
that they can risk holding up the affair for such matters. Others might 
overlook errors, because their chief interest is that the negotiation goes 
smoothly. This distinction is significant. It is a good example of how 
wealth can be a practical precondition for "correct" action (see chap­
ter 7). 

Although the wunang are supposed to be dispassionate and disinter­
ested, they are also often fiercely competitive and see in negotiation a 
chance to defeat an opponent. Ubu Remu, for example, told me of an 
event when his counterpart took what he considered to be an egregious 
departure from the correct procedure. When Ubu Remu replie~ with the 
conventional couplets that affirm the truth of what had been said, he em­
bellished them with these lines: 

jia takawuka moni pengu paku 
ma pakuya na ngora tena 

truly you are a male (who) knows the nail 
who nails the boat's prow 
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jia takawuka moni pengu halugu 
ma halugu lima jara 
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truly you are a male (who) knows the load 
who loads the horse's limbs 

This, he explained, was strategic: it is simple politeness to affirm the 
truth, but to add an unnecessary supplement to a conventional reply 
has the effect of flattery. The flattery forms a challenge. Either the other 
wunang will realize that he has been caught out in his error, in which 
case he will become embarrassed and stumble, or he will take the com­
pliment at face value and become rash. In the latter case, he will be 
prone to further error and Ubu Remu may force his side to relinquish 
some of their demands. When Ubu Kuala told me of a similar situation, 
in which he bested his counterpart, he said, 'Their wunang's voice grew 
smaller and smaller, until you almost couldn't hear it.' The body regis­
ters the speaker's defeat. 

QUESTIONS OF IDENTITY 

When Ubu Kura told me about the wunang who invented the lines 
"like thermos water, like short rice" (see chapter 4 ), he added that his 
counterpart should have challenged him, saying he acts the "same as 
a Bimanese, just like a Javanese," foreigners who wander around with 
no fixed place. More pointedly, he added, this implies that the erring 
wunang insults the addressee, 'you consider me not to be your match.' 
That Ubu Kura draws insult out of error is telling and underlines the 
interactive dimensions of the scene of encounter. Formal and correct 
behavior imply respect for and recognition of one's interlocutor. Mis­
takes can be taken to reflect, not the incapacity of the speaker, but his 
lack of respect for the listener. An unfocused or ill-prepared wunang is 
like someone scavenging rice in another's field after the harvest, his me­
anderings a function of his low status. But, as Ubu Kura put it, this can 
imply that the speaker 'is not taking me seriously, he treats me as not fit­
ting for his opponent, as not his equal.' When his father found himself 
in such a situation, he challenged his counterpart: 'Do you say to me 
(I'm) "Not a cover for the basket"? Do you say to me (I'm) "Not a pair 
with the plate"?' According to this figure, two wunang should fit as a 
tight lid on a basket, or as a plate of rice should be paired with a plate 
of meat: one is incomplete without the other. 

The challenge is thus that one accuses one's interlocutor of making 
mistakes because he does not consider you his match-not as affi,ne but 
as wunang. In the case of Ubu Kura's father, the error was acknowl­
edged with the fine of a horse. But the offense may be irreparable. This 
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was the case, for example, when Ubu Kauwa faced a series of dubious 
maneuvers by his counterpart, Ubu Reku. Finally Ubu Kauwa became 
convinced that Ubu Reku and his party considered him to have so poor 
a command of kajiala that they could get away with their tricks. As a re­
sult, he felt he had been treated "as a dog, as a pig" and now was un­
able to face them. On another occasion, a wunang fell into conflict with 
his own principal. Ubu Siwa apparently did not fully trust Ubu Bewa, 
so he sent along his own mother's brother to sit next to Ubu Bewa while 
he spoke. Moreover, the mother's brother kept intervening, until finally 
Ubu Bewa quit in humiliation. In both cases, the locus of honor and 
agency threatens to shift from principal to delegate. The necessary del­
egation of voice threatens to become full detachment. Not only the 
wunang but also those on whose behalf they speak may suffer the con­
sequences. Troubles between wunang and his own party may, for ex­
ample, anger the bride's ancestors and cause her to be infertile. 

A peculiar case illustrates some of the ambiguity of displaced agency. 
When Kadi, a ratu of slave descent, was to be married, it was a noble 
who served him as wunang. One factor that permitted this apparent 
role reversal, which I found very puzzling, seems to be that masters 
should arrange the essential life-cycle rites for their slaves. Nonetheless, 
the master found a way to reverse the valence of the relations of dis­
placement. Here is how he recounted the event to me about a week 
afterward: 

It's all finished, but it was nearly first cock's crow before they stuck the pig 
[for the concluding meal]. They didn't want to, said there had to be a horse. 
Five times I went over and back [between the two sides]. If I hadn't been 
there, there's no way they'd have made peace. They began to rage, wanted to 
put down that woman, machetes rose-I said 'Now it's not Kadi whom 
you're facing, but me. Go ahead and cut my throat.' Then I really got mad: 
'I'm stupid, I don't know how to talk! You have to put words in the offering 
dish before they're true!' So they paid me a fine of one cloth because I'd got­
ten angry .... Because if later this case goes before the desa government [for 
mediation], it won't be Kadi anymore, but me who talks. So they gave me the 
cloth to surrender themselves to my discretion. 

As the last comment makes clear, the wunang in this case is not serving 
as a representative of a higher-ranking principal but rather is a patron 
whose ultimate authority supersedes that of either principal or wunang 
himself. In this case, the fact that the higher-ranking man is in the fore­
ground suggests a lack of representation and thus indexes the fact that 
no serious status is being constructed. The noble's threat points to the 
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potential for displacement to collapse-in this case, implying that a 
more potent force, which has until now been concealed, will emerge to 
the foreground. 

Marriage negotiations do break down, and indeed can provide the 
ground for wider hostilities. Just as the scene of encounter helps con­
stitute both relations between groups and their internal unity, so too 
breakdown can occur not only between the two parties but within a 
single one as well. In addition to determining the relevant identities of 
participants, the successful performance of ritual speech specifies the 
nature of the event itself, the context of action. As a formal register it in­
dexes the event as of a certain type and the present situation as repro­
ducing one of a limited number of stock situations. The use of ritual 
speech helps delineate which features of the empirical situation will be 
taken to be pertinent, suppressing particularities in favor of authorita­
tive types. But the scene of encounter can become problematic. In the 
following examples participants disagree over the definition of the event 
or of specific moments within it, or the distinction between voice and 
agency becomes confused. 

The first case concerns a failure of the entire ritual speech frame itself, 
when, as I recounted at the beginning of chapter 4, an incompetent wu­
nang lapsed into colloquial Indonesian. The offended ngaba wini com­
plained that they no longer knew whom they were addressing, nor did 
they know who they were themselves, and that, as such they could no 
longer dare to speak as representatives of the boy. Here performance 
was unable successfully to index and denote acceptable positional roles: 
its failure was not merely one of reference but a challenge to the roles, 
and their durability, themselves. It threatened to dissolve a potential al­
liance between groups into a mere union between a pair of individuals, 
a matter with little social significance or temporal extensiveness and as­
suring no future exchange relations for the other participants. 

A second case concerns the definition of an event within the frame of 
ritual encounter. A horung nearly came to grief over how the presence 
of the girl in the ngaba wini's village was to be typified. After earlier 
talks had stalled, the girl had run off to the village of the boy, where her 
action was understood to be of the type "following the mother" (keri 
IJai), that is, taking a shortcut to renew an established alliance path. At 
the horung, however, her lineage came with prestations identified as 
those brought for pursuing a woman who had been "snatched in the 
field" by the man. It redefined the nature of the parties, since by at­
tributing the agency to the boy's family and implying that connubial 
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relations had begun it meant the couple was taken as an established en­
tity (and the capacity of the ngaba wini to threaten withdrawal-as 
they had been doing-thereby severely limited). 

Moves by one party can challenge the participation roles internal to 
the other: one encounter ran into trouble when the yera's wunang of­
fered their prestations directly to the assembled hosts immediately upon 
arriving at the village, in an oration of formal conveyance (papalangu). 

This speech genre required a direct response on the part of the ngaba 
wini, meaning their wunang himself had to speak without consulting 
his party. In collapsing the distinction between the voice represented by 
the host wunang and the agency of the party he represented, the event 
also threatened to provoke schisms within his party, prompting him to 
make an offer that other participants might not back up. Here is an ex­
ample of how solidarity internal to each party is maintained in part by 
the interaction between them. In this case, so great was the anger of the 
offended party that the wunang of the yera was in the end compelled to 
surrender the structural advantage afforded by the fact that the visiting 
party had the initiative in exchange. He did not specify what counter­
prestations were being demanded, leaving it up to the ngaba wini to de­
cide what to offer in return. 

The outcome of this episode illustrates another consequence of the 
separation of voice and agency, that it works against the reversibility in­
herent in dialogue. In formal terms a given speaker never becomes an 
addressee, but is at most an overhearer, while the "swiveling about" of 
a wunang, as he delivers the other's message to his own party, in a sense 
appropriates the speaking part of his interlocutor. Yet in Anakalang the 
shifting and agonistic nature of relations suggests that positions might 
be reversed (and in terms of micropolitics, some supporters of one party 
may have links as well to the other, their loyalties and structural posi­
tions never fully assured). Thus although a formal reversal of roles be­
tween two sides is not possible, a change in relative material and strate­
gic resources is. This was a threat partially activated in the case noted 
above, for the ngaba wini were able to take the initiative. At the mo­
ment of acquiescence, the yera's wunang went so far as to spell out the 
role reversal-significantly, putting it in terms of forms of address: 

midi ma pengu9iya 
Ii lawi 

mali ma pengu9iya 
Ii mangoma 

ma ka-inama wimakaka na 
dutu jarama 

as long as there is one who understands 
the way of marrying men 

as long as there is one who understands 
the way of marrying women 

so we call "mother" our following horse 

1 

5 
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magu dutu jarakanagaka 
amangu wimakaka na keri 
ahuma 

magu keri ahukanagama 

although you are my "following horse" 
we call "father" our trailing dog 

though you are my "trailing dog" 
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The speaker, using the exclusive first person, here bows to the ngaba 
wini's superior command of kajiala (lines 1-4) and in doing so trans­
forms them figuratively from ngaba wini {"following horse") to 
"mother-father" (lines 5-8). The ngaba wini, conventionally humble, 
have been transformed into figures of authority, which in Anakalangese 
terms is a contradiction. The reversal cited here is extreme. It represents 
the limiting case, the reversal of parts inherent to dialogue, a possibility 
that is performatively denied by separating the speaker (wunang) and 
the addressee (kac;lehang). 

Ritualized forms of negotiation are not, however, merely defenses 
against failure. They represent even well-established alliances in the id­
iom of distance. The very forms of encounter may provide conditions 
for disruption, for confusion of agency and voice.24 This is what hap­
pened when Ubu Kauwa felt insulted by his interlocutor and Ubu Bewa 
mistrusted by his principal. In each case, the wunang was rendered un­
able to serve as the voice of another. In the first case the wunang's own 
agency was challenged and thereby brought into play, when it should 
have been subordinated to that of the principals. The second case was a 
reversal of the first: the wunang's ability to serve as a voice was chal­
lenged by incomplete delegation on the part of the principals.25 Both 
problems resulted from insufficient practical differentiation among par­
ticipant roles. 

SELF-REPRESENTATION AND SOCIAL ACTION 

If a major outcome of the scene of negotiation is not simply the trans­
fer of goods or brides, but the defining, redefining, and stressing of the 
value of relationships (Comaroff 1980; Merlan and Rumsey 1991; Strath­
ern 1984), this outcome must be understood in terms of the means by 
which the value is expressed and risked. Kajiala speaks of structural roles 
and relations, but it does not act simply by naming. The elevated regis­
ter and distribution of roles pragmatically convey messages. To speak 
as an ancestor involves a double displacement, of language and of per­
formers. If, as I argued in the previous chapter, the couplet serves as its 
own model of the relation between ritual and nonritual speech, it like­
wise models relations between participants within ritual as well as rel­
ations between ideal and actual performance, and even, perhaps, that 
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between the ritual sphere of action and that which lies outside it. The 
parallel between registers and performance roles is expressed in the cou­
plet "loaded upon a boat, mounted upon a horse," which denotes rep­
resentation in two senses, not only the move into ritual words (as dis­
cussed in chapter 4) but also the delegation of the principal's voice to a 
ritual speaker. 

The delegation of voice and hearing distinguishes utterance from 
agency. Implicitly, it depicts the agent as that which lies behind, that non­
speaking subject implicated by the presence of subordinates and their 
use of kajiala. More specifically, it treats interaction as a matter of com­
mand of representations and their mediators and of cooperative trans­
mission of speech across great distance. The separation of participant 
roles constructs a site of interaction distinct from physically present 
speakers. If negotiation is structured as a dialogue, it is not a dialogue 
that occurs between the individuals who utter words. It is also not a di­
alogue that occurs within the limits of a single pair of interlocutors, in­
volving instead a chain of redundant pairs. It is as if the speaking sub­
ject of everyday encounter, an individual who may be animator, author, 
principal, and addressee all in one, has been taken apart and reassem­
bled at a scale above that of the individual. Only at the level of the en­
tire party, and only insofar as it speaks in the name of ancestors, is there 
a unified speaking subject. Even when the interests and motives of a 
single prominent person direct the entire event (not always the case), 
the style and structure of the speech events all portray him as a dual­
gendered personification of an entire kal;>isu. He speaks recognizably 
neither in terms of a more partisan interest nor in a voice located in the 
moment of speaking. 

The performative linkage of leadership with the agency of the group 
is echoed in the evocation of ancestors. The negotiating parties, as in 
all Anakalangese ritual dialogues, are addressed by their respective ka­
c,iehang, the terms of address for their ancestors. If lineage ancestors 
are themselves metonyms for the groups that take their names, the use 
of speech from the ancestors is also that most appropriate for--even a 
condition of possibility for-large-scale public endeavors. It is, after all, 
the ancestors who give their name to the lineage and ground its iden­
tity in the kal;>isu village. It is they who provide the speech through 
which the living can act in society and engage in collective endeavors. 
By implication, it is the group that has agency, which rises above the 
contending interests of its constituent members. The alternative, failed 
speech, is the threat and challenge that is always represented--even in 
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harmonious gatherings-as the background against which these speech 
events occur. Indeed, as has often been observed (e.g., Hill and Irvine 
1992: 21; Shore 1982: 247) and recounted (think of John Alden or Cy­
rano de Bergerac), to delegate speech is to risk losing grip on the action 
altogether. Furthermore, to act means to risk unforeseen consequences. 
If successful use of kajiala puts into action a group speaking in a single 
voice, the speech event also alludes to and implies a potential for dis­
integration and the polyphony of particular interests. Such a disinte­
gration, which has immediate consequences for material exchange, can 
threaten not only the particular alliance at stake but also the practical 
existence of the group itself as a social agent. But overcoming the per­
ceived threat is not simply a functional requirement in the face of some 
sort of Hobbesian state of nature. It appears to be part of how the scene 
of encounter constructs an imaginable alternative, and thus contributes 
to the value implicit in negotiated relations. 

Crucial as material exchange is, authoritative power in Anakalang 
also requires mastery of ancestral speech. But it is a mastery that can 
only come alive as a resource of a group, pragmatically implicated as 
the effective agent. Foregrounded as speech, the scene of encounter dis­
plays interaction as balanced in a model of two-party dialogue. But it 
also sets conditions for failure. Ritual interaction in Anakalang is not 
merely coercive, nor does it serve only to reproduce tradition pedagog­
ically. Crucial to the formation and evaluation of relations, it offers by 
the same token a site for their disruption. I suggest that in Anakalang, 
scrupulous concern with formality may in fact serve as a tacit reminder 
of the risks of interaction, portraying the value--even providing a test­
of successful relations. At the same time that their words speak in an 
idiom of perduring alliances and ancient kal;>isu, the forms of ritualized 
encounter pragmatically highlight the fact that active group identities 
and allegedly stable alliances are interactively and recurrently achieved. 
The sense of risk contributes to the perceived value of successful ne­
gotiation, in which self-knowledge and mastery of representations are 
necessary conditions for action to be social and thereby fruitful. At the 
same time, to the extent that the sense of risk inherent in the mutual 
logical dependence among speakers of kajiala is inseparable from prac­
tical risks imposed by the tensions among cooperation and competi­
tion, it means that mastery is never fully stable. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

Formality and 
the Economy of Signs 

Incompetent performance exposes the vulnerability of the ties among 
words, things, and persons. This vulnerability can be glimpsed in the 
tumultuous conclusion of Ubu Ledi's funeral. As usual for a long-lived 
and well-connected man or woman, the wake lasted about a week. Each 
night a party of affines or other allies would bring a large pig or a buf­
falo to feed the scores of mourners. Eventually all these donations would 
have to be reciprocated. The entombment incurred further obligations, 
as each of the thirty or forty attending groups, each containing one to 
three dozen people, brought an animal that either closed or created a 
debt. Even the animals that closed debts had to be acknowledged with 
at least a counterprestation of cloth or metal. Since all the guests also 
had to be fed, a large proportion of these animals were slaughtered in 
the village plaza. Predictably, Ubu Ledi's kal;>isu found itself short of ma­
terials with which to reciprocate everything that had been brought in. 
The usual way to deal with this situation is through a long sequence of 
dyadic transactions, as ritual speakers representing the host bring small 
prestations of either cloth or metal to each party in turn, as assurances 
of their respect and tokens of their debt. For whatever reason (some 
said arrogance, though it may have been the inexperience and exhaus­
tion of the relatively young men in charge), the kal;>isu did not take the 
trouble to do this. Instead, one of Ubu Ledi's sons stood atop the tomb 
in the center of the plaza and made a general announcement inviting 
them all to reassemble in eight days to discuss the reciprocity. This was 
so unsatisfying that it led to a humiliating scramble, as people grabbed 
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what they could of the animals that were present. One group of ngaba 
wini managed to appropriate three pigs by sheer force: they had men 
sit on the bamboo carrying cases in which they had arrived, preventing 
anyone else from taking them. Later, at the appointed conference, two 
of Ubu Ledi's most important ngaba wini chose not to attend, rather 
than risk the mutual embarrassment of an unsatisfactory response. In 
support of his decision, one of them told me that of the eighty cloths 
that had been brought to the wake, there had not even been enough left 
to distribute among the affines as tokens of their debt. 

The unseemly scramble seems to reduce the objects in question from 
their status as morally loaded representations that mediate social re­
lations to being mere economic goods. Why the scramble, if-as theo­
rists of exchange from Mauss to Anakalangese themselves insist--debt 
is so highly respected? In later conversations, people made it clear to 
me that one reason was anger and doubt inspired by the way the matter 
was handled. A general announcement, such as that made by Ubu Ledi's 
son, does not recognize particular statuses, and no material tokens are 
left to mark those words. It raises the possibility that in any given in­
stance no debt had in fact been established. Strategically, it also meant 
that replies to each group could not be fashioned according to the spe­
cific circumstances, and so Ubu Ledi's sons' intentions remained uncer­
tain even in formal terms. Finally, the prospect of a general, rather than 
dyadic, discussion of reciprocity must have been troubling, since every­
one would have been watching what everyone else received. Formal 
encounters do not take place in isolation but are deeply implicated in 
other exchanges and events. They are subject to the scrutiny and evalu­
ation of a wider public, whose attention to the play of power and repu­
tation means being ever watchful for signs of respect, marked in ref­
erence to the fulfillment of or lapses from the forms mandated by the 
ancestors. 

In the face of such possible disruption, ritual speech insists repeat­
edly that the speaker will follow the ancestral "horses' spoor, dogs' 
tracks" and will convey his interlocutor's message: 

ku loligu na limu 
daku pakapa ta ma 9alumaya 

ku ngidigu na pekamu 
daku madi9i wulu mata9inya 

I convey your words 
I don't hide them away inside 

I bring your message 
I don't sit (covering up the waistcloth's) 
fringe 

Although highly conventional, and at times rhetorically disingenu­
ous, these figures of lost words and misdirected things both reflect and 
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reinforce a real sense of grave consequences. They express an omni­
present concern in Anakalang with the social force of signs, control over 
that force, and the slippage inherent in their passage. The concern with 
slippage appears to be, in part, a way of interpreting the temporal di­
mension that separates gift and countergift and thus the uncertainty of 
the politics with which exchange is invested. It also points to the dialec­
tic of social recognition played out in formal encounters. The horung 
constructs a moment of crisis in which alliance faces either reaffirmation 
or disruption, the conceptually ever-present possibility that "the speech 
be torn" (na matarina na panewi). 

But the notion of slippage involves not just practical, perhaps con­
tingent, consequences for particular actors. It also refers to the way in 
which formal means of acting implicate their alternatives: the limits, di­
lemmas, and instabilities of the effort to bind together speech and wealth, 
authority and power. Speech performance is crucial to how the two par­
ties demand and grant recognition of each other as partners worthy of 
the status each seeks to assert, something that requires a delicate inter­
play of challenge and acquiescence. Anakalangese concern with slip­
page of signs thus links the possibility that signs will not fully represent 
their transactors, the passage of time that separates moments of ex­
change, and the social distance that threatens to arise in the midst of 
each relationship. The scenes that display order do not thereby merely 
impose order on the world by mimetic action, but indirectly point to 
the fact that outcomes are interactively produced, out of the hands of 
either party, and, moreover, they derive some of their value from that 
perception. In addition, the scene of encounter is not only a form of 
communication or display, and it does not simply express, or even legit­
imize, power. It is a critical point of practical articulation between sig­
nification and political economy as well. 

The articulation of speech acts and political economy within the frame 
of ritual action and their public evaluation are functions of two fea­
tures of formality: the tight restrictions on verbal and material media 
and the requirement that words and things be transacted together. We 
should not take for granted that Anakalangese conceive of the bound­
aries among persons, words, and things in the same ways that, say, the 
post-Cartesian West has been inclined to. Indeed, for scholars like Mauss, 
societies like Anakalang have been interesting precisely for the chal­
lenges they seem to pose to Western and modernist understandings of 
the human subject and its relation to the material world. In the 1980s 
and 1990s, pressed by the state's strong emphasis on economic <level-
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opment, Sumbanese themselves are wrestling with similar challenges. 1 

But the insistence that in all serious interactions the words and things 
must be transacted together is evidence that some sort of distinction be­
tween them is significant. That neither words nor things are efficacious 
on their own demonstrates their practical complementarity: each makes 
up for a lack in the other. In this chapter, I will discuss how a discourse 
of "rules" surrounds and constrains formal encounters and some of the 
practical implications for the economy of persons and things. 

THE RULE OF ACTION 

In Anakalang, as elsewhere, public, formal action is neither sponta­
neous nor the mechanical enactment of cultural imperatives. At every 
stage, people discuss and debate how things ought to be done. These 
debates involve not only strategic calculations but also constant refer­
ence to a realm of ancestral procedural rules, pata. Thus, for example, 
a conference (l_,atang) typically starts with one of the sponsors posing a 
problem to be resolved. In November 1986, Ubu Saingu spoke of a se­
ries of deaths that had plagued his village. 

Thus it is that I gather you now, all of you, my mother-fathers, as revealed in 
my heart, as arisen in my liver, that would be the reason why the people 
died, the cattle died, the dogs died, the chickens died, I say. So we should 
search our pata here, indeed, oh father of Tabung. 

This way of talking presupposes that pata is something that already ex­
ists apart from the moment of speaking and that it can be searched be­
fore deciding how to act. It is maintained by reflexive discourse, collec­
tive talk about how things should be, are being, and have been done. 
But, I will argue, this does not mean that we best describe these actions 
by reference to an autonomous set of rules. 

At its most general, pata denotes a repeatable, patterned way of do­
ing things, whose ancestral authority is emphasized with the expression 
"the ancient rules" (na pata mema).2 This word is often glossed by An­
akalangese with the Indonesian adat, whose semantic range includes 
"tradition," "proper manners," and "customary law." The gloss is at 
once significant and misleading. On the one hand, this identification en­
tangles the specific pragmatic effects of the Anakalangese discourse of 
rules with the complex history of political manipulation and reification 
that lies behind the Indonesian term adat. 3 On the other hand, it iden­
tifies pata with the highly articulate local discourses about traditional 
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order familiar throughout Indonesian ethnography. My primary con­

cern in this context is with the practical relationship between reflexive 

discourse and action. Talk about pata is about-but not identical with­

the responsibility of the living to the ancestors, of one ka9isu to an­

other, and of the performer to the audience (Bauman 1977). 

Ritual speech is full of conventional references to the fact that those 

rules are in question at the very moment of speaking. For example, be­

fore one wunang replies to the other, he first affirms the procedural cor­

rectness of the latter's words and transactions (even if he will then crit­

icize them) with the couplet "followed path, trail for crossing" (Iara Ii, 

ada pa/a). The common Austronesian image of the path (Parmentier 

1987: 108-111) has several rhetorical implications. In this couplet, the 

emphasis is on repeatability. Moreover, there is a moral injunction to 

repeat, since the path becomes deeper and more distinct the more it 

is followed: an old marriage alliance is spoken of as a well-worn path 

traced by the repeated passage of women from one village to the other. 

Another implication is that those who follow behind are subordinate to 

the trailblazers who went ahead (see Keane 1995b). The image of the 

path conflates the authority of original actions and that of generational 

seniority: for example, in rituals, ratus "pursue the traces of grass flat­

tened by prior offspring, follow the stone overturned by subsequent 

children." 
But we should not misconstrue the character of reflexive discourse. 

Invoking para is not necessarily the same as "following" it, either as a 

legal code or as a set of instructions. We may not best understand even 

the most ritualized forms of action in Anakalang by reducing them to a 

set of rules. As Wittgenstein (1953) famously argues, to explain actions 

in terms of rules invites infinite regress, for how could one know when 

and how to apply a given rule except by appeal to yet another rule? In 

Wittgenstein's view, our capacity to apply a rule rests with practical 

knowledge, what Gilbert Ryle (1946) calls "knowing-how," that cannot 

adequately be retranscribed as a proposition, some kind of "knowing­

that." 
Nonetheless, social interaction includes a strong component of talk 

about action that sounds a great deal like a knowing-that. Bourdieu 

( [1972] 1977) has rightly criticized certain kinds of anthropology for 

taking this kind of talk too much at face value. But he in turn risks 

overemphasizing the propositional function of this kind of discourse: to 

see local talk about rules as a form of mystification is still to judge it 

Formality and the Economy of Signs 181 

in terms of whether or not it is an accurate portrayal of real activity, 

rather than an internal component within it, an objectifying moment 

within a larger process (see Keane 1995a). It is not uncommon for so­

cial contests in many societies to focus on the very rules of encounter 

themselves. In the ritualized councils of Samoa, for example, political 

strategy includes choices about what steps to include or omit, the effec­

tiveness of which depends on reference to an objectifiable-but never 

fully realized-model (Duranti 1994: 90). More overtly agonistic en­

counters in Malagasy (Keenan 1975) and Nias (Beatty 1992: 236) often 

include heated debates about proper procedures. The fact that such de­

bates are expected parts of the interaction suggests not only that ritual­

ized encounters do not simply instantiate a set of Platonic cultural forms 

but also that there must be room for disagreement.4 As John Comaroff 

and Simon Roberts (1981) point out, in discussing Tswana legal cases, 

people have particular reasons to appeal to abstract rules, and only do 

so under certain circumstances. To know when and how to appeal to 

rules is itself a practical skill. To be permitted to appeal to rules is often 

a function of power relations (for a Foucaultian approach to this in Oce­

ania, see Lindstrom 1992). Furthermore, the appeal to rules is directed 

at other participants and thus involves the rhetoric of persuasion. At 

the same time, the fact that both sides agree to debate displays the fact 

that they share a more fundamental assumption, that, whatever their 

specific content, ancestral rules do in fact exist, and they matter. Such 

debate, then, both overtly (as a contest of explicit claims about rules) 

and implicitly (as the shared assumption underwriting the contest of 

claims) is a form of reflexivity sometimes called "metapragmatics" (Lucy 

1993; Silverstein 1976, 1993). Metapragmatics focus not on the con­

tent or formal structure of representations, but on the actions they per­

form, and within which they are embedded.5 In a successful exchange, 

not only has each party succeeded in giving words and things to the 

other, they have also displayed their agreement about what those words 

and things do. 

In Anakalang, talk about pata, when it is not simply invoking the 

general authority of ancestors, concerns immediate and practical deci­

sions in reference to ideal actions and actors. By focusing on explicit 

talk about (presumably) shared rules, speakers are tacitly acknowledg­

ing two features of formal interaction. One is that each party seeks the 

other's recognition as acting legitimately. The other is that recognition is 

predicated ultimately on an encompassing third party, the ancestors who 
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provide the warrant for legitimate action and their descendants, the so­
cial contemporaries who evaluate it. This presupposed third party sub­
sumes both parties to the interaction: no longer my action or yours, to 
act according to pata is something that we do together. In addition, the 
act is no longer something we do at a particular moment, but a recurring 
instance arising out of a general disposition: proper action thus says 
something about the very character of the actors. Ritual action's claim 
to iconicity serves in part to index the actors' actual links to the ances­
tors and their deference both to the idea of rules and to their present 
interlocutors, as people for whom rulelike acts are appropriate. Debate 
is in part a jockeying for position within those assumptions, a conte.st 
of authority that also affirms the bounds within which that contest will 
take place. But it is also something more: pata provides a ':ay of talk­
ing about how participants are to evaluate each other's act10ns. When 
people search for the right way to go about doing a ritual or setting up 
an exchange, they are in part anticipating the regard of those others 
whom they will face, spirits or affines who have the ability and the right 
to judge the offerings or prestations inadequate and the speech incor­
rect. Thus, to the extent that planners act as if they are going to "fol­
low" a rule, they are not only acting in reference to a presupposed past 
but also anticipating a retrospective moment of moral evaluation in the 
future. 

Part of the work of the highly reflexive speech of negotiation is to 
make the existence of these rules presupposable. People may, and often 
do, disagree about the details. Common sources of disagreement in­
clude misconstruals of the situation in question, conflicting interpreta­
tions of the situation due to differing interests, and the existence of a 
host of microregional variations (see note 4). Memory is both fallible 
and political, and thus an action that had been permitted in a previous 
generation as an exception might be remembered later as a precedent. 
Moreover, performances remain open to subsequent reinterpretation, es­
pecially since present misfortunes are attributed to past procedural .e~­
rors, compelling people to search their recollections, dreams, and d1v1-
nations for evidence of mistakes. But participants' shared effort to act 
with proper forms points emphatically to their underlying agreement 
that they should be following ancestral rules for action (see Fox 1989). 
The poetic and pragmatic work of formal interaction thus does not 
only construct particular political alignments, status claims, and eco­
nomic configurations. It also makes presupposable the ongoing, but 
virtual, existence of an ancestral realm of directives. 
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At the same time, the metaphors that refer to para also imply a vari­
ety of difficulties and sources of error. As Austin ([1956-1957] 1979) 
observes, to understand the socially defined character of an action, we 
must be alert to the specific ways in which it can fail. The activities spo­
ken of in the discourse of para can fail in a wide assortment of ways, 
with differing consequences. All these kinds of infelicity exist in refer­
ence to-indeed, help construct-the concept of pata. Disclaimers figu­
ratively commingle three ways of failing: forgetting or losing the trail, 
going astray (following false or incomplete knowledge, or mistaking the 
situation), and falling short (for example, due to insufficient provisions). 
Images like "paths" and "traces of Lord's tracks in the twigs, traces of 
Lady's cutting-marks on the stump" imply the absence of those who 
made them. The repeatability provided by the path and the difficulty 
imposed by absence are combined in the figure of the uncertain hunt af­
ter wild prey: ratus are "they who follow the monkey tracks, they who 
trace the boar tracks." Such expressions explicitly deny the very au­
thority that performance is implicitly asserting by other means. They 
form a constant reminder of the discrepancy between the virtual order 
of rules and their imperfect realization, something to which people refer 
explicitly. The living speak with self-humbling expressions, as mere chil­
dren, "we (who are) new lips and we (who are) new eyes, dried shrimp, 
fish out of water, replacement priests, successor ratus," whose knowl­
edge is but "a single strand, a single stone." Much of the content of meet­
ings UJatang) concerns proper procedures. Modesty combines with real 
anxieties, expressed by the speakers assembled by Ubu Saingu: 

If we really look at this problem, it's heavy, heavy. But let us not be heavy­
livered .... Only the trouble is, Oh father of Tabung [Right!] .... Who will 
we rely on? Who will we rely on? There are no longer they who truly knew 
the, uh, the zigzags from the past, the rules for doing it .... There's no 
Mother who reveals, who raises the throat. There's no Father who informs 
who opens the eyes. ' 

As Ubu Saingu 's request that the meeting "search out pa ta" suggests, 
the correct response is not simply given but requires investigation and 
discussion. Deference to ancestors and caution about being seen to ex­
ert individual agency mean that a collective voice must be constructed 
during the meeting, in the name of pata. 

Later, outside (the village), in going down (from the village) not yet far from 
the plaza, or on arriving at our houses, uh, in gathering over here, uh, or 
gathering up there, let's not talk further behind (the scenes) (saying) 'Actually, 
according to me, it should be like this I say. According to me myself, friends.' 
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That's my opinion, oh father ofTabung. [Right.] Now each of us should put 
out what we know. Be it right, put it out. Be it not right, put it out. For later 
on, the language of each, that's what will be completed (by the rest). 

The typical resolution is framed as a compromise with contingency. As 
one man put it, during a meeting to plan a ritual, 

Yeah, if we say 'there are no longer any (who really know the rites),' as we 
here offspring and children put it, well, it just means we just have to put out 
whatever we might know .... Even though the split wood is insufficient, 
even though the drawn water isn't full. 

The metaphors suggest the infelicities to which ritual actions are prone, 
as straying from the path, forgetting, or incompleteness. In addition, 
critics of ritual speakers insist that one may subtract from, but must not 
add to, the received canon of couplets and rules for their use. This view 
manifests both an assumption that time entails loss, a falling away from 
ancestral plentitude, and a disclaimer, that one properly portrays oneself 
not as the real agent but as someone who is merely following ancestral 
mandates. Most of the exchanges and rituals that actually transpire, in 
this view, never achieve the full form, but remain only "shadows on the 
dry land, reflections on the water" of the ancestral models (compare 

Forth 1981: 375).6 
The continual explicit reference to these possibilities does several 

things at once. On the one hand, it is a way of exhibiting deferential 
and cautious demeanor. To assert otherwise would be an act of hubris 
inviting both ancestral retribution and the resentment of other people. 
But deference mingles with an awareness of the afflictions that error 
can bring-illness, death, drought, fire, lightning strikes, or simple social 
humiliation-and people take their incapacities very seriously. Etiquette 
and anxiety meet in the displacement of agency onto the ancestors. To 
refer explicitly to the fact that one is following pata is also to declare 
one's own lack of willfulness. It is to insist that one is only doing what 
one must, fulfilling an original obligation as in this couplet (whose inclu­
sive pronouns unite speaker and addressee): "We don't forget our grand­
fathers' promise, we don't forget our grandmothers' commitment." This 
both displays the speaker's respectful humility and reminds all listeners 
that failed actions are also breached promises, which are enforced by 
vigilant if invisible listeners. 

Shared talk about pata gives principled grounds for evaluating formal 
actions. In itself, however, such reflexive discourse is not sufficient to 

Formality and the Economy of Signs 185 

coordinate the performative and causal dimensions of action. In prac­
tice, it is the distinctive properties of words and things, working in tan­
dem, that make evaluation both plausible and effective. For example, 
the capacity of material objects to endure is an important element of the 
way in which scenes of encounter forge links between past and future 
events. Persisting after words have fallen silent, objects can enter into 
new exchanges or remain as marks left by previous ones. The play of 
words and things articulates that of presence and absence: by formally 
creating debt, words spoken now assure that objects, which are pres­
ently lacking, will be given at a future time. At that time, those objects 
will later remind their recipient of the words being spoken now. Present 
and future, word and thing are bound by successful performances. 

This pragmatic relation between past and future transactions is icon­
ically portrayed by pata as a sequence of steps, embedded within a 
larger project. As Ubu Roru told the assembly called by Ubu Saingu to 
"search out pata," "This [pata], it's like this bamboo-there's the joint, 
right? There are the internodes, right? This adat is just the same. There's 
its joint, there's its internode." In performative terms, each step should 
imply the successful completion of previous steps. The perspective that 
can encompass at a glance the multiple discrete components of action, 
what Bourdieu calls a "privilege of totalization" that "makes it possible 
to apprehend at a glance ... meanings which are produced and used 
polythetically, that is to say, not only one after another, but one by one, 
step by step" (1977: 106-107), is not, in contrast to Bourdieu's asser­
tion, restricted to the ethnographic outsider. 

Ritual speech reflexively grounds the performative force of the object 
with reference to this sequence (see chapter 1, note 13), both by repre­
senting the gift as a token of a type ("here is The Mother's Brother's 
Portion") and placing it within a larger temporal sequence ("here is the 
fulfillment of my earlier promise").7 Both effects presuppose the exis­
tence of discrete units of action within the encompassing schema of pata. 
Prestations give material form to a conceptual sequence by which rela­
tions between people are formed and maintained. The words with which 
they are transacted provide them with names that distinguish their place 
in relation to possible prior and subsequent prestations.8 Sequences are 
built by both logical and causal implication. This can be seen in the ne­
gotiation between kal.Jisu P and W. At the end of their second major en­
counter, "going up into the house," P, as yera, had provided their ngal.Ja 
wini with a pig known as the "smell of roasted fat." The meat of this 
pig is to be distributed when they summon their allies to request their 
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support in the next encounter with P. As a named prestation, the gift 
serves as a conventional performative that initiates the next step. But as 
meat, it is also a practical condition for W's ability to assemble itself 
into a single agent. At the next meeting, however, ngaba wini threw 
themselves on the mercy of their yera by saying that they had insuffi­
cient means to complete the payment yera expected and asked that they 
be permitted to transfer the bride informally (without gong playing), 
leaving the exchanges temporarily incomplete. Such a transfer is em­
barrassing for yera, for it suggests to the public at large that they do not 
respect themselves or the bride enough to demand fuller prestations. 
This demand should have been made in the previous meeting, to fore­
stall the giving of the roasted fat pig. Having accepted it, they are now 
committed to going ahead into a fuller exchange. To do otherwise 
would be to suggest that yera had been unable to provide a foundation 
sufficient for ngaba wini to assemble their supporters, or that the two 
sides are so unbalanced as to be unable to honor one another. But no­
tice the foresight this requires-ngal;>a wini is not supposed to wait until 
they see the outcome of the "roasted fat" distribution before they de­
cide the next step. Although nothing is nonnegotiable, this requirement 
places them at the mercy of their yera. As it happened, yera took of­
fense, reading ngaba wini's material inadequacy as evidence of disre­
spect. This is an example of how pata, by providing a model sequence, 
makes it possible to evaluate in semiotic-and thus moral terms-the 
practical consequences of participants' material resources and perfor­
mance skills. It helps give meaning to the outcomes of exchange by at­
tributing them to the character of the participants and their relations 
to ancestors. 

THE IDEA OF PATA AND THE VALUE 
OF OUTCOMES 

The sequence of steps portrayed by pata condenses the power of 
formal action to link momentary acts together in reference to a larger 
trajectory. But each step in the process also poses the possibility of dis­
ruption. Thus the very model of the sequence implies that any success­
ful completion has occurred in the face of the possibility that it might 
not have. In part, this possibility is a simple political fact, reflecting the 
need to obtain the cooperation of people who may have conflicting 
interests (for the strategic manipulation of ritual timing and sequence 
in Kodi, see Hoskins 1993b: 222 ff.). But the possibility of disruption 
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Figure 13. Stylized sociability: Women from yera and ngaba wini exchange 
betel pouches on the front veranda before formally "going up into the house" 
for further negotiations (Pasunga, August 1993). 

is not only a contingent matter, external politics impinging on or ex­
pressed in the separate, and pliant, materials of culture. It is also im­
plicit in the very structure of pata, rendered visible at the moments of 
transition from unit to unit, which do not run in a seamless flow so 
much as in an interruptable ratcheting. This was best expressed to me by 
a Christian, Ubu Siwa, recalling his long lapsed ritual role. 

If I don't move, no one else can. They all gather, but I'm not there yet. After 
all are there, only then am I called from my house. I can say I'm not ready yet 
and they have to wait. They summon me several times. First I say I'm not 
ready, then that I'm getting ready, then I'm dressed, then that I'm leaving. 
They wait for me from morning to evening, from when they begin to pound 
the rice until it's already cooked and placed on the plates and already gone 
down to the village plaza. 

Underlying Ubu Siwa's boast is a claim that his acts are the critical pre­
condition for collective projects (at least one ritual, in fact, requires a 
ratu to hold out until summoned several times). The structure of ritual 
sequences makes practical interdependence a condition for outcomes of 
differing values. This is evident not only in the dangers that attend rit­
ual but also in the status implications of marriage. 
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Anakalangese marriage exchanges should follow a series of named 
steps that enact a stylized narrative by which the supplicant wooers iden­
tify themselves to the bride's surprised household and gradually over­
come their resistance to releasing their daughter. They form a process of 
separation from one kal;>isu and incorporation into another, culminating 
in the exchanges made after the birth of children, which securely estab­
lish their kal;>isu affiliation "lest (the child) be an egg (laid) in the twigs, 
lest (the mother) give birth in the rubbish" (see table 1). Children born 
before the completion of the sequence affiliate to the mother's kal;>isu, a 
matter of political and economic importance.9 This narrative is divided 
among a series of discrete units, each of which must be completed, a 
shortcut negotiated, or an alternative sequence embarked on (as when 
the couple elope midway through the process) before passing on to the 
next. As a result of this structure, any given prestation or offering, in 
theory, presupposes the successful completion of those that come before 
it in the sequence. The material outcome of a negotiation registers in 
objectual form-in goods received or not received-the relative com­
pleteness of the speech event. Recall that the metaphors for pata imply 
a whole series of possible kinds of deviation from correct procedure. 
Given that most horung (as indeed most rituals) will fall short of the 
full model in some way, how that shortcoming is to be interpreted is 
subject to negotiation. It is a political outcome, for example, not a pre­
ordained rule, that determines whether a shortfall in ngaba wini's mar­
riage prestations represents a serious debt, a lenient yera, or a shame­
fully inadequate ngaba wini.10 

Talk about pata provides a means of evaluating action and its out­
comes. As noted above, the discourse of pata tends to identify the "tru­
est" rules with their most "complete" version, just as it treats the more 
elaborate rites as more efficacious (and, as described in chapter 2, more 
"complete" villages as superior). In part because practices may subtract 
but not add to this version, it is seldom, if ever, achieved.11 Marriage 
exchanges have consequences for the affiliation of the couple and their 
offspring and the status of the groups who negotiate over them. Matri­
lateral cross-cousin marriage exists in contrast to a range of alternative 
outcomes to negotiation, registering as social effects the potentials for 
domination or rupture inherent to the moment of giving (Boon 1977: 
122). At one extreme, "marrying in" (lalai tama), a groom who is un­
able to make a minimal prestation is absorbed into the bride's kal;>isu. 
Lost to his own kal,>isu, he-and more important, his children-become 
subordinate members of his wife's kal,>isu.12 Kal_>isu will usually struggle 

TABLE I THE PATA OF MARRIAGE EXCHANGE: 
SOME COMMON OPTIONS 

[1] First meeting: "bringing betel" (ngidi pamama) 
Purpose: to initiate negotiations 
Sequence of main components: 

a. "betel pepper wrapping, areca nut sheath" (kaboru kuta, kakoqa 
winu) commits both parties to undertake further negotiations 

b. "make the time, set the date" (wolu rahi, rawi nalu) sets a date for the 
next meeting 

[2] Second meeting: "cover the betel" (pitaku pamama) 
Purpose: commits the parties to forego negotiations with other parties 
without penalties 
Sequence of main components: 

a. "open gate, clear path" (waiha /;Jina, bowa Iara) for new alliances, to 
allow ngaba wini to enter yera's village 

b. "challengingly ask, firmly inquire" (tuturu katana, dal1ru karai) yera 
demands their visitors identify themselves 

c. "go up into the house" (t;feta ta uma) having until this point met on the 
veranda, this permits ngaba wini to enter the house 

d. "unroll the mat, offer the pillow" (palekaru tapu, kahorung nulang) 
welcomes the guests 

e. "eat rice, drink water" (angu auhu, inu wai) hosts feed the guests 

f. "lock chest, nail ship" (uhi pati, paku tena) formal commitment: in­
cludes the "smell of roasted fat" pig (wawi hihuk) that ngaba wini will 
use later to feed its own supporters whom it will ask for help in the 
next set of exchanges 

g. "make the time, set the date" (wolu rahi, rawi nalu) sets a date for the 
next meeting 

[3] Third meeting: "pass over the woman" (papalang mawini) 
Purpose: formally transfers bride to husband's household 
Sequence of main components: 

a. "eat rice, drink water" (angu auhu, inu wai) hosts feed the guests 

b. transferral (palebarung) 

bl. "pass the benches, cross the partition" (lebaru ta lat;fu, palaku ta 
hada) 

b2. "plant wood, stow rock" (tehukungu ai, /;Jijalungu watu) 

b3. "tabooed cattle" (/;Jat;fa /;Jiha), a fixed set of items includes a ma­
muli, "back scars" (kapila ka<},enga) for the bride's mother, for 
lying with her back to the fire after childbirth 

b4. "mother's brother's portion" (tagu loka), for the bride's mother's 
brother 

b5. "guards the underside, protects the shade" (totu lubu, jawa 
mawu), for the resident of the bride's ancestral house 
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TABLE I THE PATA OF MARRIAGE EXCHANGE: 
SOME COMMON OPTIONS (continued) 

b6. "mother who rules the land, father who governs the river" (ina 
pareta tana, ama kuwaha loku), for local government official, if 
participating 

b7. "mother who goes out in the morning, father who enters in the 
evening" (ina ma palauhung barubaru, ama ma patamangu /;Jana 
malung), for the mother-father of the bride's mother's marriage 

b8. "mother hen, father pig" (ina manu, ama wawi): for mother­
father of the bride's party 

c. "advise, inform" (panau, papekang): pair of cloths given directly to the 
couple by the bride's mother's brother without negotiation 

d. "struck dog, stuck pig" (ahu papalu, wawi pakojia): a closing meal, 
each side providing the meat for the other 

e. "jangi-wood staff, grass horse" (taku jangi, jara witu): direct exchange 
between the wunangs 

hard to prevent this from happening to their men, but they may be eco­
nomically unable, or politically unwilling, to support the individual. Here 
is a case in which the outcome of exchange is directly registered in sta­
tus: the low level of exchange is mirrored in the low status for the indi­
vidual and the losses to the kabisu that result. 

At the opposite extreme is the marriage of a noble woman to a 
wealthy man of very low rank. While supposedly very rare, the possi­
bility of such unions seems to have great conceptual importance, given 
how often people mentioned it to me. It seems to represent a tanta­
lizingly illicit opening for social mobility and for romantic or at least 
sexual motives. When the noble family cannot prevent the marriage, es­
pecially when the man of low rank is also rich, they will force an ex­
change called "throw the stone in the lake, break the string," in which 
they demand a huge prestation, to be paid in full. This move intention­
ally transmutes a possible alliance into nothing more than the single mo­
ment of a unique encounter. It effects this transmutation by sheer ex­
cessiveness of scale, overwhelming the ngaba wini with a demand so 
great that no further debt can be conceived of between the two. The 
purpose is to break off any continuation of affinal relations. There is no 
performance, no step-by-step negotiation, no construction of a tempo­
ral project that acknowledges and strengthens the value of each party 
for the other. Instead, like purchase and sale in the marketplace, it is a 
closed transaction that repeats nothing from the past and has no bear­
ing on the future: relations between the two groups begin and end there. 
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. In ?etween the extremes of absorbing the husband and expelling the 
wife lies a range of possibilities and ambiguities. Here is where the se­
man~ic functions of speech can have a critical performative function, by 
nammg just what is going on, when steps are taken to be omitted rather 
tha.n elided. Since the sequence of exchanges enacts the increasing sepa­
ration of the woman from her parents' household and her incorpora­
tion into that of her husband, any incompleteness leaves these identities 
and this process only partially fulfilled. The institutional outcome is a 
function of the transformation of quantities of goods into qualitative dif­
ferences of meaning. 

The schematic model of pata imposes a discursive measure by which 
people can evaluate particular exchanges and the alliances they medi­
ate. Since acts of ritual speech require goods, greater wealth permits 
longer and more elaborate speech. Thus, all other things being equal, 
the "fullness" of speech performances should be both iconic of wealth 
and indexical of the quality of ancestral authority. In particular, the role 
of material goods in formal practices tacitly links the very meaning of 
nobility to the concept of ancestral rules: nobles are implicitly those 
who are best able to fulfill the proper cultural norms by which everyone 
is evaluated. At the same time, this role places any particular claim to 
noble status at risk, insofar as that claim is predicated on practices that 
require both political and material backing to accomplish. Wealth is not 
sufficient to provide one with authority, but the evaluation of authority 
according to the "completeness" of exchanges makes it difficult to main­
tain noble status without wealth.13 The fact that authoritative practices 
demand political influence and economic clout makes for tension be­
tween rank and wealth to which I return below. Impoverished nobles 
and commoners can look very much alike, and many Anakalangese no­
bles wish for a world in which pata would tell you all you need to know 
about their status. Since hierarchy is partially objectified in the form of 
"complete" exchanges, however, it is vulnerable to the aspirations of new 
riches.14 Yet, constrained by the forms of representational practice and 
the demands of interaction, the meaning and value of exchange objects 
is never reducible to the resources they index. Goods alone cannot trans­
form economic power into ancestral authority. 

OBJECTS AND OTHER PEOPLE 

The fact that before entering into exchange material goods must come 
from somewhere, and after the exchange they perdure somewhere else, 
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introduces a causal logic into the interaction of social subjects. Once 
I have given someone a buffalo, it enters into their own heightened pow­
ers of exchange. Conversely, valuables are like a minor form of charisma 
as their owners find themselves the focus of other people's efforts to 
obtain them. But the discourse of pata imposes a further constraint, 
that goods of opposed categories travel in opposed directions. It is not 
the semiotic features of the goods as much as the practical constraint 
imposed by pata that permits the gift to represent the giver. The metal, 
horses, and buffalo that I, as a male yera, receive from ngaba wini do 
not so much "replace" a lost sister or daughter, or "stand for" her hus­
band, as they make it possible for me to pursue relations with yera of 
my own. My power to give to yera is predicated on my having earlier re­
ceived gifts from ngaba wini: my yera in turn should recognize in me a 
source of their own powers to exchange buffalo with others. The con­
tribution this buffalo makes to their powers is the economic reflection of 
our moral articulation with each other. Since people need cloth, metal, 
and animals not only for marriages and funerals but also for relations 
with ancestors, they often view marriage as a function of the demands 
of exchange: goods are simultaneously means and ends. When I asked 
Ubu Joka why one should marry one's cross-cousin, he replied as if it 
were obvious, 'So that I'm strong, because I have two sides. So I can go 
to one for buffalo, one for pigs. If I didn't have two sides, where would 
I go to ask (for buffalo and pigs)?' 

The semiotic classification of goods, as yera's or ngaba wini's, sup­
ports their role in representing exchange partners to one another. The 
poetics and pragmatics of ritual speech permit one speech event to ap­
pear, in part, as repeating an ancestral original. But it is the indexical 
properties of objects-functions, in part, of their material durability and 
scarcity-that permit the outcomes of one event to be registered in the 
potentials fulfilled in the next. Their objective persistence from one event 
to the next helps those who handle them to construct their actions as 
ongoing "projects" that transcend the contingencies of the particular 
moment and expand beyond the immediate circle of participants. Me­
diated by material objects, temporal and social expansiveness work in 
tandem: past exchanges live on in the potential for future exchanges, 
and my role as one group's yera makes possible my role as another's 
ngaba wini. 

This expansiveness has another dimension as well. The projects of 
any given set of individuals tend (both normatively and practically) to 
be inextricable from the agency of larger groups, up to the kal;>isu, with 
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whose resources and in whose names they act. Most important ex­
changes involve quantities far in excess of what any single household 
commands. Even if one could afford to act alone, it would be both an 
act of hubris and politically unsound to do so. Here is how wealthy 
Ubu Dongu explained to me why he provided only five of the thirty-one 
animals given for his son's marriage: 

Even if you can pay all by yourself, you wouldn't do so .... If you've offered 
to help someone, like with their marriage payments, and you're turned 
down, you'll never want to attend agam, you'll just think to yourself (if in­
vited), 'Ok then, if you want to stand alone-go ahead!' 

What Ubu Dongu omits is that these ties of cooperation also create and 
reproduce hierarchical relations of dependency and support. As a man 
on the patronage-dispensing end, he would be both unwise not to build 
those ties and impolitic to describe them as such. His statement then 
contains-but is not reducible to-a sense of strategic advantage masked 
by what Bourdieu ( [1972) 1977) calls "euphemism." For young men to 
refuse his assistance is also to refuse Ubu Dongu the chance in the future 
to make claims on them, in the name not just of patronage but also of 
the kal;>isu, as the collective agency in whose name they all are compelled 
to act. But Ubu Dongu's words do accurately reflect both the explicit 
norm of cooperation and the strategies and resentments that go along 
with it: if an affine has been overlooked when someone holds a large ex­
change, they may resent the implication that they are no longer consid­
ered adequate or trustworthy partners. The overlooked partner may try 
to force an exchange, as Arna Jon discovered when he held a feast to 
celebrate the completion of his new house. One uninvited ngaba wini 
showed up and gave him a horse. This not only put Arna Jon in debt, it 
also compelled him to pay restitution for the insult of leaving him out. 

As is common in exchange systems, most goods in Anakalang have 
been obtained in prior transactions, and any given exchange usually im­
plicates participants in debts incurred in other exchanges, which are in 
turn implicated in still others. 15 For example, when Arna Pedi's brother 
was under pressure to give his yera a horse, Arna Pedi took one from 
the herd of Ubu Siwa, his own ngaba wini. In principle he had the right 
to do so, since Ubu Siwa still owed him several horses. But Ubu Siwa 
had already promised that horse to one of his own kal;>isu fellows for a 
negotiation to be held only days later. Thus, in effect, a demand by his 
yera's brother's yera ended up putting him in the humiliating position of 
reneging on a public commitment, and may weaken his kal;>isu fellow's 
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position in turn. Such commonplace situations-what people call a 
"leaky corral" (bowa galu)-make evident that the displays of self­
esteem and of respect for others are not matters of communicative in­
tention alone. Externalized in material forms, the capacity for represen­
tation manifests and is constrained by economic possibilities. In such 
ways, the causal logic of material constraints helps constitute a totality 
that extends beyond the reach of any specific moral bond that might di­
rectly link the people at either end of the chain of debts. 

The mutual dependence of exchange partners is both material and 
verbal. Each group depends on the other for the goods with which it 
can then enter into other transactions. Each likewise depends on an in­
terlocutor to address it with its own kaQisu name, the ka<;lehang. That 
both dimensions of interaction work together is in turn an effect of the 
collective discourse of pata. They combine verbal recognition with ma­
terial capacities, which depend on interactions whose outcomes escape 
the intentions of particular actors. They also manifest a tension between 
challenge and cooperation: mutual dependence entails mutual threat. 
As I have discussed in previous chapters, scenes of encounter dramatize 
the agonism implicit to exchange. The materiality of exchange goods 
makes it difficult to separate political and moral challenges from eco­
nomic circumstances (or vice versa). Ritual speech explicitly acknowl­
edges their mutual implication. For instance, one couplet expresses dis­
appointment that others have not reciprocated one's gift, as if they were 
intimidated by one's own power and wealth, figured in images of dan­
gerous creatures, "like an unseen python, like an invisible crocodile." A 
wunang glossed this as meaning, 'When we see these animals we run 
away. If I'm not met with counterprestations, I'll go home thinking 
maybe they take me for a crocodile or a snake.' Although the iterative 
quality of scenes of encounter gives to alliances the appearance of dura­
bility, their agonistic structure engages the participants in challenges 
by which each demands the other recognize its capacity to act with au­
thority, embodied in proper speech and appropriate goods. At the heart 
of negotiation lies mutually constructed acknowledgment-and poten­
tial defeat-of each party's capacity to act effectively and to receive and 
grant due measures of respect. Anyone who enters into exchange runs 
the risk of, for example, giving prestations too great to be reciprocated 
or failing before the demands of an exchange partner. 

Recall again Arna Koda's feud over the torn cloth given to him by his 
yera, described at the beginning of chapter 2. It exemplifies the inter-
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dependence among pride, recognition, and everyday semiotics. Under­
standing the ambiguity of formal etiquette, Arna Koda rejects the polite 
reception he receives when he is in his yera's village. He takes their treat­
ment of him to be constructing him as an outsider. As such, it denies 
him the recognition he expects as someone whose agency is critical 
to that of his affines (without him 'how many times would they have 
ended up in a mess'). The theme of agency underlies Ubu Elu's conclud­
ing threat as well ('at the funeral, don't form your own procession, 
join my entourage'). Should the problem not be resolved, Arna Koda 
will not in fact act as an independent agent, but only as a subordinate 
to a man who is required to attend by nothing less than the strongest 
demands of mortuary obligations. Notice as well the way Arna Koda 
phrases his sense of being rejected, in terms of the perennial anxiety 
about exchange, debt, and dependence: they treat him as if he were a 
suppliant come to ask them for goods. His insult is saturated with scorn: 
as if he, on whose wealth they depend, were to seek help from them. 
Underlying these individual rivalries are the operations by which col­
lective agents are constructed. Arna Koda knows that his yera's ability 
to act like a ka~isu depends on their economic relations with people 
like him. 

The complex nature of the outcomes is reflected in a tension between 
the practical need for actual valuables and the reputation sustained 
through debt. This tension can break out into a more exposed show of 
interests, as in the scramble for goods after Ubu Ledi's funeral described 
at the beginning of this chapter. The political economy of exchange means 
that a group without good relations with strong affines lacks not only 
semiotic tokens of existing spiritual power and social standing but also 
the economic capacity to forge future relations. 

THE MARKS LEFT BY WORDS 

If the formal constraints described by pata hold, then objects mark 
enduring relationships by indexing particular acts of giving. Objects 
therefore serve as anchors for memory and proofs of words spoken, un­
derwriting the performative efficacy of present actions on the future. 16 

This can be seen in the act of peacemaking, which should in principle 
be binding into an unlimited future. When Ubu Ngailu and his brother 
made up after feuding for years, they engaged in a symmetrical exchange, 
each giving a cloth and a pig to the other and making a small speech. In 
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his speech, Ubu Ngailu publicly declared the cloth he had just received 
to be out of circulation, saying 'I will never let go of this. It will remain 
with me so I remember this event.' 

Ubu Ngailu's cloth, however, is not only a reminder of a momentary 
event. The act of holding it back is itself a highly marked and continu­
ous exertion of will (one whose implications will become more apparent 
in the next chapter). It extends the effects of the singular act of peace­
making into the future as the manifestation of the enduring authority 
of its possessor. In a context in which valuables continuously circulate, 
and in which everyone is under constant pressure to exchange or to sup­
port others in exchange, declaring even a piece of cloth off-limits with­
out alienating other people is in itself a strong act. When I returned to 
Anakalang after an absence of six years, Ubu Pada showed me that he 
still held onto the cloth I had given him, despite what must have been 
countless opportunities to give it away. When his son wrote to tell me of 
Ubu Pada's death several months later, he made sure to let me know 
that they had buried the cloth with him. The cloth at once served as a 
memory of me and of the act of giving; to withdraw it from exchange 
both memorialized and supplemented that original act-in this way, I 
too was honored. By such acts one brings to a halt the flow of goods 
that had led from ultimately unknown sources to oneself: the buck, as 
it were, stops here. 

When Ubu Ngailu holds onto the cloth he received from his brother, 
the act is endowed with meaning both because it registers the outcome 
of a speech event and because of the way the cloth is embedded within 
a larger economy of circulating things. The subsequent presence of the 
cloth among Ubu Ngailu's possessions indexically presupposes prior 
acts of speaking. The time may come when Ubu Ngailu will need to de­
cide whether to deny the reasonable request of one of his own kin or 
affines or to not enter into a subsequent exchange himself, rather than 
release that cloth back into circulation again. But withholding it from 
further circulation only makes semiotic sense to the extent that cloth, as 
a material substance, has a certain scarcity as unique existent-a differ­
ent cloth with iconically identical qualities (such as having the same color 
or design) would not serve the same indexical purpose. 

The logical-causal structure of the scene of encounter is part of what 
makes it possible for one event to have effects in the future. If all else 
holds, then the presence of the pig under the house, the horse in the cor­
ral, or the metal chain in the room, presupposes the prior exchange of 
authoritative speech with which each was transacted and grounds the 
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next set of exchanges into which each is brought. The distinctive prop­
erties of words and things (identity over repetitions versus physical du­
rability, reflexive acts of naming versus semantically underdetermined 
presence) also indicate the power of their conjunction: valid speech per­
formance places the speaker in a continuous lineage linking past to fu­
ture, while successful exchange of objects makes one a node in a con­
tinuous chain of contemporaneous partners. Both dimensions of social 
being depend on the invocation of absent others, namely, dead ances­
tors and living allies who are not participating directly. The conjunc­
tion of words and things fosters, renews, and concretizes the imagined 
community within which living people work to situate themselves. The 
strongest agents are those who are best able to display to the world at 
large their ability to link these two dimensions of social identity. Their 
success further enhances their chances of future success, by virtue both 
of the possession of objects available for use in exchange (an "economic" 
dimension) and of the reputation for having used the forms of speech 
that are presupposably indexed by those exchangeables (a "symbolic" 
dimension). Ritualized encounters, by articulating words and things, 
work to make these two dimensions inseparable. The speech in which 
the objects of exchange are enveloped invests them with this capacity to 
forge links between past and future actions, as well as between the 
value of things and the value of acts, and in the process displays their re­
lationship to the threat of slippage and dissipated force. The resulting 
goods are signs of successful speech, while speech in turn acquires some 
of the practical efficacy with which goods are endowed by their physi­
cal and economic properties. 

Although words are not inherently subject to scarcity in the same 
way that objects are, the requirement that each turn of talk rest on the 
"base" of goods ensures that words will have their cost. This is both a 
causal effect and an icon of the relations between the invisible realm of 
the dead and the material circumstances of the living. As long as these 
norms are maintained-something that the demands of one's interlocu­
tors, one's public reputation, and, perhaps, the attentive gaze of ances­
tors make difficult to avoid-any exchange valuable in one's possession 
indexes a presupposable previous transaction.17 Thus, if the rules of 
transaction have been followed, virtually all my metal and cloth goods, 
many or most of my horses and buffalo, and at least some of my pigs 
presuppose the previous speech events of which they are the material 
outcomes. Indeed, the formality that links things to words, and con­
strains the kinds of things that count, functions in part to make that 
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presupposition valid. If the boundaries separating exchange from other 
kinds of transaction fail, so too will the presupposing indexicality that 
makes objects traces of former events fail as well. 

In addition, however, formality involves a second sort of indexicality, 
that which entails, making explicit or transforming, the circumstances 
it indexes. There are several ways in which entailing indexicality works 
in Anakalangese exchange. One is the framing of a given event as being 
an instance of an ancestral type of action. Another is the casting of the 
agents in the event in typical roles, associated with ancestral identities: 
wunang, ratu, and mother-father, yera and ngaba wini, all situated in 
reference to kalJisu. These are familiar aspects of how ritualized forms 
of action in many societies help participants construct their claims to 
authority and the recognition of others. But in Anakalang there is an­
other aspect as well, for entering into highly formal and wary interac­
tion with another indexes social distance-even where the two groups 
are normally on warm and easy terms with each other. This sense of 
distance, however, is focused on the difficulty of using formal words and 
things. The allusiveness and indirection characteristic of ritual speech 
make it vulnerable to misinterpretation. Its ancestral sources expose 
living speakers to error. Restricted to an oral medium, any given ver­
bal performance endures only in fallible and contestible memories. Ex­
change valuables alone are both relatively underdetermined and not in 
themselves sufficient to establish clear denotations or unambiguous per­
formative acts. The relative autonomy of ancestral words, and of mate­
rial things, therefore, is simultaneously a source of their authority and a 
threat to those who use them. The fact that interaction hinges on their 
use gives concrete form to the hazards each party poses to the other. It 
is to this, in part, that Anakalangese seem to be responding when they 
insist that they have only inadequate knowledge of the real pata. 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

Subjects and the 
Vicissitudes of Objects 

One evening in December 1986 the leading men and several prominent 
women of kalJisu P gathered to confer in their unfinished Great House. 
A month earlier, the senior man of the senior lineage had died. During 
the funeral, it became apparent that a gold mamuli that was supposed 
to be kept in this house, which was his lineage's responsibility to safe­
guard, was missing. The mamuli was the kalJisu's ancestor's portion 
(tagu marapu), called R, the slave name of the kalJisu's founder. Over 
the course of that evening's debate, it came out that the deceased man's 
brother had pawned the mamuli to another member of the kalJisu, Ubu 
Wolu, for one buffalo and Rp 500. Ubu Wolu claimed he had no idea 
what happened to the mamuli, but it is widely assumed he sold it long 
ago to a Chinese trader. At any rate, no one recalled having seen it since 
they stopped "feeding it" with offerings after the majority of the kalJisu 
entered the church in 1966. 

This was far more than a simple case of theft, opportunism, or even 
confusion. The weight of the matter was summarized by one man: 

I don't know if this (R) is supernatural, none of us (incl.) know. Who knows 
whether it's of true copper, (as for) the ancestors when they stored it, we 
ourselves can't know this thing .... We don't really know, all we know is 
that it's a sign of unity (tada pakahaingungu), from a single grandfather, 
that's all we know. 1 It's a true betel pepper, it's already a sign of unity, a sign 
of the ongoing para. Another of us dies, then our grandchildren die, then we 
die again, (then) our grandchildren, that (mamuli) there is for unifying on 
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and on. That's the thing, oh brothers, so if we talk about R, it's given its gift 
every year, each month our grandfathers, up to four years, eh, this guy, it's 
not just something recent, this talk of R, that's the talk. 

Despite his deferential disclaimers of ignorance, he made several things 
evident. The gold object was "stored (or laid down)" (/;Jijalu) by the an­
cestors, it receives offerings, and it is not used for marriages. It bears 
a representational relationship to pata, to continuity over time, and to 
present social unity. Furthermore, no one can say "it's my own gold" 
because it is "a common (collective) thing" (Indo. barang umumu). Now 
several possibilities were raised. One was that the five "grandfathers," 
that is, the commonly recognized segments of the kal;Jisu, should split 
up and go their separate ways, each taking back the contribution it had 
made to the rebuilding of the Great House, and that they should work 
out a system of rotation to continue working the rice field belonging to 
that house. The argument was that since the function of the house had 
vanished, there is no longer any purpose in remaining together as a ka­
bisu. To avoid this, they met a second time, so that, as one man put it 
during the debate, 

We can openly together discuss 'What would be the best way?' in order to 
take the best resolution, 'lest the land be torn, lest the stone be split' in that 
circle (of kin) there in one Great House. 

In the end, the group decided that the son of the man who pawned it 
would give a buffalo to Ubu Wolu and the latter would find a gold ma­
muli to replace R. Assuming that Ubu Wolu ever does come up with a 
mamuli, it would then, somehow, have to be inducted into the house­
although the prospect of this coming to pass is far from assured. 

It is unlikely anyone really took the threat of breaking up the kal;Jisu 
seriously, but the proposed outcomes are revealing nonetheless. P is 
nearly entirely Christian and maintains neither the rites for R nor, by 
and large, the beliefs to which they refer. Furthermore, this religion is 
not a superficial imposition; P was one of the first kal;>isu to achieve a 
Christian majority, and many adults had been raised from the start in 
Christian households. Their main settlements are close to the main road 
and marketplace. Drawing on the vocabulary of national development, 
they compare themselves favorably to the "backward" (lndo. terbela­
kang) "village folk" (Indo. orang kampung) of other kai;>isu. The mem­
bers of this meeting have little doubt of the antiquity of their shared 
valuable, but they are not overly impressed with its sacred qualities, nor 
do they much fear ancestral wrath. They do, however, insist on R's im-
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portance. To do so, they use the language of functionalism and repre­
sentation: R is a "sign of unity." This interests me especially because 
they are willing to entertain the possibility, however rhetorical, of seri­
ous social rupture, even though they seem to have rejected the overt 
cosmological model that would explain it. It is in part because of such 
incidents that I have stressed practices here, rather than attempting to 
rest my observations, finally and entirely, on an account of Anakalan­
gese "beliefs." Having sat through several meetings in P, I am inclined to 
say that the kal;>isu members accept widely differing explanations, from 
those who really do fear ancestral wrath to those who would treat the 
mamuli as a "merely symbolic" instrument for political ends, something 
that can be replaced. Probably most men and women in P are not sure 
what to believe. Yet few are willing, at least publicly, to suggest that R 
does not matter. 

How inalienable ancestral valuables like R matter is in part a func­
tion of their relation to both the reality of kal;Jisu and the flow of other 

objects through the lives of kal;>isu members. Their importance provides 
an insight into what is at stake in the play and the hazards of encounter. 
Inalienable valuables form one response to the challenge that political 
economy poses for iterable order and that the demands of authority im­
pose on action. Like similar objects in many societies, they offer a par­
tial exemption from the risks of interaction. Furthermore, they form 
a third step in the transformations by which Anakalangese construct 
themselves as agents that transcend the present time and place, and the 
gendered, mortal persons to be found there. As exchange involves ob­
jects that have been elevated beyond the immediacy of bodily labor and 
consumption, so inalienable valuables form objects that have been ele­
vated beyond the flow of exchange and the division between affines. They 
suggest that something can be reserved from and accumulated out of 
the ongoing activities of persons, by which living individuals can be fi­
nally and definitively identified with dual-gendered ancestral powers and 
immortal kai;>isu. 

I will begin, however, by discussing a pervasive component of Ana­
kalangese identities, the spirit (dewa). If inalienable valuables condense 
both the promise and the difficulty of objectification at the level of col­
lectivities, both promise and difficulty are also at issue in the ongoing 
life of each person's dewa. The concept of dewa condenses much of con­
temporary Anakalangese understandings about the relations between 
speaker and speech, possessor and possessions, action and its outcomes. 
The strength and well-being of one's dewa are what is most immediately 
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at stake in interaction. Then I will turn to the efforts to escape or tran­
scend the uncertainties and instabilities of a social existence that demands 
interaction with others, mediated by words and things. These include 
the elusive notions of gain from sources outside of society and value 
without the hazards of interaction with others. 

ATTRACTING THE FLOW OF THINGS: 
THE CONCEPT OF DEWA 

The scene of encounter is the focus of sociability at its most public 
and most diagrammatically agonistic. It provides the occasion at which 
skills are tested, reputations challenged, economic and political powers 
put into play. Gifts bear the potential for creating relations of depen­
dency, and so social standing, autonomy, and, ultimately, identity stand 
or fall in the verbal mastery of claims and responses. Not all exchanges 
are equally authoritative. Incompetent performance, for example, can 
end up setting into motion objects only partially able to represent their 
donors, their power over the recipient diffused, the resulting ties be­
tween participants ambiguous. Such weak transactions are unable to link 
one moment of exchange to others in the future and threaten to turn 
into barter-or to form asymmetric bonds of dependency. This may 
also mean that the exchange does not contribute to the participants' 
capacities to engage with other groups, thus failing to situate a given 
dyadic transaction productively in outward-expanding lines of further 
transactions. 

The outcomes of exchange are commonly expressed by Anakalan­
gese in terms of the strengthening or weakening of the transactors' dewa, 
or spirit. Dewa is not only a principle of life but also the basis of peo­
ple's innate relationship to objects, of successful interactions, and, one 
might say, their charismatic ability to attract or otherwise move others. 
Dewa can be variously glossed as (a) spirit, (the) soul, fortune, fate, life 
force, or reproductive potential. 2 Onvlee ([1957] 1973b: 211-212) in­
terprets the term as "that in a man through which he is as he is, ... his 
character and to an important degree, also his appointed fate," and that 
which differentiates one person from others. 3 The latter remark is es­
pecially insightful, for dewa seems to characterize the conjunction be­
tween material circumstances, the trajectory taken by men's and wom­
en's lives over time, and the distinguishing features of their identities. It 
has often been remarked of societies in which exchange is important 
that people are prone to narrate their biographies as a series of objects 
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received and given (e.g., Thomas 1991: 30). This is certainly true of 
Anakalang. But such narratives are more than sequences of discrete in­
stances; they are stories with a direction, the growing triumph or failure 
of the person's dewa. 

People's accounts of the nuances of dewa vary greatly, ritual special­
ists usually providing the most detailed and esoteric versions.4 My in­
terest lies more in the everyday discourse of dewa. In particular, I wish 
to show what light the concept of dewa casts on the stakes of exchange 
and on concerns that are shared even by the many Anakalangese Chris­
tians who do not accept, or even know, much about the spirit world. 
The discourse of dewa is often a way of talking about that which con­
nects subjects and objects, persons and possessions. There is a strong 
interactive dimension to this, for the state of a person's dewa is the most 
reasonable explanation of the actions of other persons toward him or 
her. As a prayer says quite explicity, one's dewa (or that of one's ances­
tors) should cause others to 

jiaka l_,oru regi 
jiaka l_,oru lawu 

jiaka raba kawu 
jiaka raba jara 

pour out men's cloth 
pour out sarongs 

pour forth buffalo 
pour forth horses 

As Ubu Joka put it to me when discussing how mortuary prayers ap­
peal to the dewa of the recently deceased, 'Just as we drive the fish out 
from their hiding place under the rock, so the dewa of the dead person 
goes and moves the hearts of others so that even if they don't want to 
give anything, they come anyway, their things come to us.' Similarly, it 
is a forebear's dewa, "who has debts afar, who has debts nearby" (na ma 
wuta ma marau, na ma wuta ma marani), that goes along when you try 
to collect debts from others. Your success is due to its power. These 
examples express the common perception that the generosity of one's 
partners and the ease with which one enters into exchanges with them 
are effects of one's own, or a closely affiliated, dewa. As expressing a 
desire to resist others' autonomy, this perception seems to find an echo 
in Emerson's remark, "We can receive anything from love, for that is a 
way of receiving it from ourselves" ((1844] 1983: 94; emphasis mine). 
In Anakalang, that incoming goods manifest the strength of one's dewa 
was the complaint of one man who told me why his kiosk had failed: 'If 
you give people credit, they'll just feel honored, and won't feel any need 
to repay the debt.' 
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An important aspect of dewa is its role in mediating between the 
labor and wealth of the living and their relations to the dead. Perhaps 
somewhat like Polynesian mana (Keesing 1984), the dewa represents 
the intervention by some external force that is needed if individual ef­
forts, such as reproduction, are to be fruitful. Attempts to control the 
flow of valuables and part of their meaning hinge on the way Anaka­
langese understand the relationship between wealth and human subjects. 
Central to this understanding is the basic assumption that people's con­
trol of resources is more than economic happenstance. While everyone 
understands the need for intelligent strategy and hard work, actual out­
comes depend as well on a wide range of contingencies, from the fertil­
ity of marriages and the plentitude of the rains to the temperaments 
of exchange partners. Underlying the success and failure of strategy and 
work are more fundamental resources. Mortuary rites, for example, work 
to restore the dewa of the deceased to the house, to remain close to the 
living.s The two main, and conceptually intertwined, effects of this prox­
imity are wealth and fertility. The dewa of the most recently deceased 
generation are based in the sleeping chamber, where the living conceive 
children. Similarly, the ordinary work of individual bodies is unlikely 
to produce greater results (wealth and strong alliances, for instance) 
unassisted. The dewa of recent ancestors are responsible for the wealth­
producing outcome of labor and in this function bear the epithet "dewa 
of riches, dewa of making" (dewa poti, dewa wolu). They are beseeched 
in ritual, "in order that the buffalo corrals, the horse corrals, the basket 
(of cloth), be cool." Effort is necessary as well, Anakalangese realize, 
but experience shows that it is not sufficient to assure worldly success. 

In contrast to functionalist explanations, however, these accounts of 
dewa do not serve simply as, for example, rationalizations of that which 
cannot be controlled. By making wealth meaningful, they help explain 
why it should harmonize with status, greatness, and personal influence 
over other people. Wealth or its absence should not be simple economic 
happenstance but part of one's place in a greater world, both cosmo­
logical and political. Any increase or decrease in people's powers of ex­
change is evidence of the relative strength of their dewa. One of the most 
common ways in which people talk about dewa is as it registers the 
effects of material interaction on the person. By way of example, Ubu 
Dongu told me, 

To not be given betel, that's like killing the child's dewa. If I go to a feast and 
my child isn't given an offering dish as well as me, there should be sanctions. 
This goes for betel, coffee, meat, everything. 
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He went on to explain the effects of objects on dewa this way: 

If we push away good fortune (yularu kanyuru), in the end, it'll just keep on 
like that, until we're old. There'll no longer be any good fortune. Like if I 
refuse a colt because I want a bigger horse, then the giver won't want to give 
anymore. Whatever there is, we have to receive it. But if the dewa is fitting, 
even my ailing horse will thrive. It's not because of us, but because its place 
is good. If we push away good fortune, it's not a fellow human whom we 
push away, but God. So He withdraws (his support). We have to foster (our 
good fortune). 

The condition of bad dewa becomes self-perpetuating. According to 
Ubu Sebu, 

If your dewa always rejects good fortune, good fortune wants to enter, but it 
doesn't because the dewa isn't fitting. Not because of anything I do on pur­
pose. People want to enter, bring valuables, but our hair whorls aren't match­
ing, maybe the husband's is fitting but not that of the wife, so that person 
doesn't come in, bring those valuables. So that, as long as you remain in that 
household, you're between life and death .... If my wife's hair whorl (kawu­
luru) isn't good, then whatever I receive won't stop by in the house, it goes 
straight out again. Not only will we not be able to keep hold of the animals 
we receive in exchange, but even the animals we already have will go, like 
they might die on us ... (but if they are fitting, pahama kawuluru), if my 
wife gives to me so I'm strong to go out, like if I'm invited somewhere, be­
fore I go, I eat my wife's rice, then I will be given things .... The signs of this 
condition are that you always have good fortune when you go out, you 
never have dreams, these are signs that husband and wife are fitting. Like 
me. If I'm angry, my wife is silent. If my wife is angry, I'm silent. 

Such talk about matching dewa of husband and wife is among the 
most direct ways in which I have heard people in Anakalang acknowl­
edge the role of household production in the creation and transmission 
of value. The concrete form by which Ubu Sebu and others exemplify the 
condition of matching dewa refers to the wife's role in the household 
fortune. 'For instance, if I am fitting with my wife, then she's good at 
raising pigs and so forth, then we will receive horses and they won't go 
out (i.e., into other people's corrals) any longer.' This comment reveals 
two assumptions. One is that it collapses the distinction between pro­
duction (raising pigs) and the outcomes of exchange (the circulation of 
horses). The other is that it treats the successful household as a single 
unit. To stress a distinction between male and female would display fis­
sions in the light of failure. The relationship between husband and wife 
should be "horses of matching dewa, dogs of matching fate-lines." Sig­
nificantly, it locates the source of value, not in the work of individual, 
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sexually differentiated bodies, but in the immaterial character of a dual­
gendered married couple. Working together, this pair can face other 
households, each constructed in the context of exchange as a single agent, 
whose "gender" (e.g., as yera or ngaba wini) takes the forms of repre­
sentations: products, circulating goods, and spoken couplets. 

DEWA AND VICISSITUDE 

Acting on the principle "don't push away good fortune," ratu Bura, 
one of the two men I knew who didn't smoke, would always accept a 
cigarette if offered and park it behind his ear. In simple terms, to reject 
good fortune is insulting to the donor, and people often warned me never 
to turn down food, coffee, betel, or tobacco. But it also has consequences 
for oneself, which will be manifest in stingy partners, the obstacles they 
pose, and the feelings of shame to which these give rise, all evidence 
that one's own dewa is weak. Failure in exchange may also be a function 
of the relation between the dewa of husband and wife. One man put it 
to me this way: people want to give you things, but your dewa refuses 
them, this is "hindered dewa" (patipang dewa). That is, the concept of 
dewa expresses the charismatic principle by which the actions of others 
are assimilated to oneself-and thus both the negative and positive out­
comes of risk. 

But dewa does not exist in the abstract. It is both manifest in and 
causally bound up with the media, speech and objects, by which per­
sons are represented to and recognized by others. Powerful speakers 
possess powerful dewa. When, as described in chapter 5, ratu Kadi col­
lapsed while performing a ritual, he showed the weakness of his dewa, 
as well as a lack of support from his father's dewa, which did not ac­
company him as he spoke the prayers. As in other forms of objectified 
charisma, the relationship between material interaction and dewa is 
circular, because the state of the dewa that results has further conse­
quences. One who is affronted comes away with the feeling of a "small 
dewa" (meduku dewa). As Ubu Rebu put it, 

When we gather, such a person walks timidly, doesn't speak up, like if he 
comes to our house, he doesn't directly climb up on the veranda where we sit 
and stick out his hand, but creeps along to the far end and sits there .... If 
the regent visits the desa office, such a person goes behind everyone and slips 
into the rear of the group, rather than entering in front and going up to him, 
offering his hand, and saying hello. Or if he makes a conveyance oration, his 
enunciation isn't right. Or his clothing isn't suitable. 
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Such a person lacks self-respect, doesn't know his or her "own value" 
(wili wikina). Gifts strengthen the dewa. For example, during a wake, 
Rabu Riti, a visiting mourner, stumbled as she was stepping down out 
of the house. The host immediately jumped up, grabbed a cloth from 
the pile of cloths brought by visitors, and placed it on her shoulder, say­
ing it was "for wiping up the blood." This move was meant to "raise her 
dewa" and prevent it from being "startled" into flight.6 

Dewa is thus a way of conceptualizing not only one's relations to 
others and to material possessions but also one's own self-possession. A 
lost dewa leads one to be inattentive or to faint, or more seriously, lose 
one's sense of propriety or one's good fortune. The concept of dewa 
thus expresses the role that others play in one's own sense of self. To 
be embarrassed, startled, or insulted is to lose some of one's dewa.7 

Like insult, embarrassment is a product of interaction gone wrong, a 
denial of recognition that displays the effects that others have on one's 
own self-possession. The weakening of dewa because of interaction may 
in turn produce further affronts in the future. When Ubu Kabalu was 
roughed up and spoken to harshly by a government cattle inspector, for 
example, he sponsored a large feast to "make the spirit return" (paba­
lungu hamangu). This meant inviting affines and kabisu fellows, so that 
the flow of prestations into the village-and the display of his support­
ers' regard for him-would restore him to himself. If a weakened dewa 
brings about weakened material well-being, increasing the flow of goods 
through one's hands should strengthen one's dewa. 

The concept of dewa condenses ideas about identity, self-respect and 
public esteem, life, the efficaciousness of effort, and material wealth. It 
is not simply that a strong dewa brings wealth or that wealth is merely 
the expression of a distinct principle of charisma. Wealth and dewa are 
both resources and products, both simultaneously displayed and gener­
ated in interactions. The concept of dewa, then, may serve to represent 
a wider set of concerns that underlie the significance and power of in­
teraction in Anakalang. Dewa seems to provide a way of talking about 
the claims that persons (as possessors) have on things and that things 
(as prestations and ancestral valuables) have on persons. 8 Moreover, it 
expresses the capacity of a person or a group to have agency or act as a 
social subject, to have differential identity, to possess self-respect, repu­
tation, and effectiveness in relations to social others and to the material 
world. The dewa links that capacity both to the actions of other liv­
ing persons and to one's own relations with the dead-and thus to the 
ways in which individuals and their actions extend both across social 
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space and back through time. Lying behind the elaboration of ceremo­
nial encounters and the significance of exchange valuables is the fact that 
scenes of encounter with others, human and spirit, generate, and are in 
turn affected by, the growing or declining powers of dewa. If discus­
sions of "the gift" often stress the animation of the object, the circular­
ity I am describing should bring out as well the objectualization of the 

animate. 

BEYOND RISK 

In conceptual terms, the discourse of dewa provides a partial expla­
nation for why wealth, cosmological power, and rank should covary. 
In practical terms, the regulatory effects of pata work to assure that 
the flow of valuables, the possession of power, and the legitimacy of an­
cestral actions correlate with one another. In principle, wealth is a sim­
ple function of rank, since both manifest powerful dewa. The problems 
arise in practice: the display of wealth (stacks of horns, great herds, 
large stone tombs) is available to anyone who can accumulate property, 
and high birth in itself does not necessarily provide one with sufficient 
means to display all the signs of wealth. Thus rank's conventional ob­
jective forms expose it to the risk that what wealth indexes will not be 
rank. To some extent, for example, rank is vulnerable to the assaults of 
the newly rich, a consequence of objectification itself (as one wunang 
said to me with scorn, 'Nowadays even garden people want to demand 
one hundred head of cattle in marriage'). Numerous sumptuary regu­
lations and beliefs, such as the claim that bridewealth in excess of that 
appropriate for the bride's rank will be dangerously "hot," seek to con­
trol this risk.9 Nonetheless, such efforts to control the relationship be­
tween wealth and rank cannot be fully successful. To the extent that 
hierarchy is embodied in its objectifications, it is affected by the vicissi­
tudes to which objects are prone. These include vagaries of material cir­
cumstance such as infertility, disease, and crop failure, as well as shift­
ing political and economic fortunes. The concept of dewa means that 
misfortune may lead people retrospectively to reevaluate others' claims 

to ancestral authority. 
The most prominent hazards to which the dewa is prone are effects 

of interaction. They reflect the threat implicit in each participant's de­
pendence on recognition by others. Indeed, since drought, disease, and 
other such misfortunes are likely to be attributed to ancestral anger, they 
too can be understood interactively. Bound up with representational 
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acts, the hazards registered by dewa also express the possibility that 
words and things either will not affect their recipient as desired or will 
fail adequately to represent the person who wields them (for instance, as 
misunderstood speech or as unreciprocated or lost goods). Anakalan­
gese often see this in agonistic terms: one person's or group's dewa can 
humiliate (pawawa) or beat (talu) another's in contests (largely male) of 
speaking skill, prowess, or exchange. The challenge that affines pose to 
one another can be spoken of in these terms as well. A man might at­
tribute his success in obtaining another's daughter to the strength of his 
dewa, which bests that of the parents' putative desire to hold onto her. 

This agonistic view of social interaction reveals something funda­
mental about the dewa. Talk about dewa appears to be a way of simul­
taneously acknowledging and overcoming the mutual dependence be­
tween persons. By attributing the generosity of others to one's own dewa, 
one is able to claim their acts as attributes of oneself. At the same time, 
such claims face practical limits. As I have noted above, many Anaka­
langese complain about the pressures of exchange, as people relentlessly 
come asking them for support, while at the same time they find them­
selves in constant need to sway still others for assistance. Such com­
plaints bring out a common ambivalence about the continual flow of 
valuables. No matter how much Anakalangese may celebrate the Maus­
sian obligations to give, to receive, and to reciprocate, the idea of an es­
cape from exchange may carry a subversive appeal even for those most 
invested in its values. This is one variation on the dream that Levi­
Strauss ([1949] 1969: 497) describes, "that the law of exchange could 
be evaded, that one could gain without losing, enjoy without sharing." 
This fantasy need not be understood only in the parsimonious terms of 
a shopkeeper out of Balzac or other distinctively "modern" or "West­
ern" individuals. In Anakalang, it expresses something intrinsic to the 
way in which representational practices constitute social subjects that 
extend beyond the particularities of the moment. An important dimen­
sion of the Anakalangese sense of nobility is captured by Aristotle's de­
scription of the great-souled man as 

one who will possess beautiful and profitless things rather than profitable 
and useful ones; for this is more proper to a character that suffices to itself. 
Further, a slow step is thought proper to the proud man, a deep voice, and a 
level utterance; for the man who takes few things seriously is not likely to be 
hurried, nor the man who thinks nothing great to be excited, while a shrill 
voice and a rapid gait are the results of hurry and excitement. (Nichoma­
chean Ethics 1125a 11-16) 
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Aristotle's view of a great soul is predicated not only on the display of 
distance from necessity but also on self-containment and the denial of 
interaction with others. The bodily correlatives of this, the slow step and 
level utterance, are ones with which most Anakalangese nobles (and 
aristocrats in many other societies; Bourdieu [1979] 1984; Irvine 1974) 
would also concur: they are marks of a person who is free of unfulfilled 
desire. In Anakalang, however, the status of such great persons cannot 
ultimately be grounded in an abstract realm separate from material em­
bodiments. Part of what is at stake is suggested by Simmel ([1907] 1990: 
102) as he imagines the linkage between the autonomy of subjects and 
that of objects: 

Just as we think that we can find within ourselves ... a final authority which 
is independent of the outside world; and just as we distinguish this being 
from the existence and character of our thoughts, experiences and develop­
ment which are real and confirmable only through relations with others-so 
we seek in the world substances, entities, and forces whose being and signif­
icance rest exclusively within them ... (and seek) what is steadfast and reli­
able behind ephemeral appearances and the flux of events; and to advance 
from mutual dependence to self-sufficiency. 

Note that Simmel conjoins here a temporal dimension (the flux of events) 
and a social dimension (mutual dependence). In this view, it is interac­
tion with others that exposes both subjects and objects to the hazards of 
flux. In Anakalang, the autonomy of objects is more than an analogy to 
that of persons. Great dewa and great rank must bear objective forms, 
and therein lies the rub. Although possessions promise to stabilize the 
claims of their owners, as material objects they also multiply the haz­
ards of social and economic life by exposing those claims to mere phys­
ical contingency such as loss and destruction. 

However much the concept of dewa appropriates the actions of 
others to oneself, it still leaves the subject open to the hazards of social 
interaction. The rest of this chapter considers two alternatives to ex­
change. The first, the ancestral valuable, embodies the possibility of hold­
ing something back from exchange altogether. The second, the demonic 
spirit familiar, represents the possibility of obtaining wealth from sources 
outside the world of human relations. The first focuses on potent sub­
jects that transcend the fates of individuals, the second on individuals 
at their starkest and most asocial. The first is legitimating but often bur­
densome, the second attractive and illicit. Both involve some element 
of danger. 
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ANCESTRAL VALUABLES 

The most important and most legitimate exemption from exchange is 
found in the existence of inalienable objects, the "marapu's portion" 
(tagu marapu), which I will call "ancestral valuables." These are endur­
ing, concrete manifestations of the ancestors.10 Identified with the kal;isu 
who own them, their singularity is marked by personal names. These 
names are usually either those of the ancestors themselves or those of 
ancestral slaves. Like the latter, they both embody and substitute for a 
less visible master, the ancestral couple. Nearly all ancestral valuables 
are carefully stored in the leading houses of the kabisu's ancestral vil­
lage or, if the house no longer stands, in a neighboring house. They are 
kept in boxes, in baskets, or, in a few cases, inside a sacred drum, either 
in the inner sleeping room or in the attic. 11 In most cases, they should 
never be seen except under special ritual precautions. Anakalangese some­
times speak of them as the true inhabitants of the ancestral houses and 
justify the houses' need for continuity in terms of the ongoing care that 
valuables require. Even house sites fall empty, but their virtual persis­
tence is embedded in the continued existence of their valuables under 
other roofs. As one ratu put it to me, 'Caves seem empty, but every cave 
has its swallows.' The valuables demand attention, and numerous mis­
fortunes are attributed to their neglect.12 

The virtual persistence and potential danger of valuables are exem­
plified in a ritual I attended in June 1986. The hilltop village of K had 
been uninhabited since before the Second World War, by which time 
the entire population had moved down to be closer to sources of wa­
ter, their fields, or the roadside. Nonetheless, the ancestral valuables re­
mained, in the form of gold that had been stored in existing dwellings 
and lightning stones left behind in a case inside a crevice at the village 
site. Through the years members of K occasionally felt that the valu­
ables were appealing to their owners to restore them to their true resi­
dence. As usual, this appeal took the form of misfortunes-cattle struck 
by lightning, children constantly ill, recurrent droughts-until finally 
the owners, with some prodding by dreams, responded to the appeal. 
A divination rite established the source of the misfortunes, and several 
conferences hammered out a plan of action, despite the participants' 
repeated insistence on their ignorance of true pata, that they were but 
"new lips and new eyes." Summoning their main affines for support, 
they built a temporary shelter for the ritualists on the site of their senior 
house. There then ensued several weeks of ritual activity. Like other 
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major rituals in Anakalang, most of the time, effort, and expense were 
devoted to public performances. Every night dancers filled the plaza, 
while a crowd of kal_,isu fellows, affines, and neighbors watched from 
the edges. The dance was punctuated by oratory contributed by mem­
bers of the kal_,isu and representatives of yera and ngaba wini. The ora­
tory consisted of highly allusive accounts of ancestral history and the 
misfortunes behind the present rite: that they had suffered from "the 
one who slashes with his horn, who strikes with his tail." From the vis­
iting orators came general expressions of support for the kal_,isu and re­
spect for pata. Day and night, a long sequence of prayers and offerings 
accompanied each step as the valuables were informed of what was hap­
pening and why and a new shelter was constructed for them. Although 
more esoteric than the dances, these rites were held openly in the front 
room of the house. But the culminating, critical moment was hidden 
from all but a small number of ratus. The latter were required to un­
dertake the dangerous task of removing the valuables from their dark 
storage place. Shielded behind cloth screens and immersed in waves of 
sound from gongs and singers, the ratus washed them in ritually "cool" 
water, anointed them with coconut oil, as one told me, "like bodies," 
then "fed" them offerings. (So dangerous are these valuables that on 
another occasion I could see that the ratu who had to handle them was 
shaking with fright.) At last, themselves shrouded in cloth, the ratus in­
stalled the valuables in their new home. Finally, a row of pigs was sac­
rificed to send the gathered spirits away. It may be a lifetime before 
these valuables emerge again, and even when they do so, few people 
will ever see them. Nonetheless, everyone is fully aware of their contin­
uous power-filled presence in the dark. 

The materiality of ancestral valuables has both temporal and spatial 
features. It links the present day, in which they persist, with the past, 
from which they have come. It also makes spatially distant origins 
physically (if usually invisibly) present. And it permits ancestral power 
to inhabit distinct spatial locations from which some places (e.g., hamlets 
and pastures) are more distant than others (great villages).13 In everyday 
talk, ancestral valuables are often mentioned at the end of narratives as 
a clinching remark. For example, the youngest of the three founding 
brothers of Anakalang, Ubu Kawolu, was thrown by his older brothers 
into a cave and left for dead, but his mother tossed a knife down after 
him to help him survive. When people tell this story, they characteristi­
cally conclude by pointing out that his descendants still hold that knife 
to this day. Another ka9isu, Doku Watu (Shoulders Stone), claims to 
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have wielded the lightning that shattered the stone bridge by which the 
ancestors had crossed the sea to Sumba. A piece of the stone bridge, peo­
ple add, remains in that village. Such objects often testify to superior but 
now lost ancestral powers: a spear that could strike open the ground 
to create springs, another that was used to cross the ocean, an ax that 
cut an enormous tree and cleared the village site. A few legitimate more 
contemporary assertions. For example, Makatakeri holds a miniature 
headhunting altar (adung) of iron, complete with tiny heads, as iconic 
support of its claim to mastery over the lapsed headhunting ritual for 
the cluster of kal_,isu associated with Lai Tarung. But all that is known 
of many ancestral valuables, such as Ubu Pabal's "banner," a small, tat­
tered piece of foreign cloth, is that they were carried by the ancestor on 
the collective trek across the seven levels of sea and eight levels of sky, 
finally coming to rest deep within the house. And the bulk of these are 
otherwise ordinary gold ornaments. 

Since ancestral valuables come from distant, unknown, or uncanny 
origins, they exaggerate a property common to cloth and iron valu­
ables, their distance from (or their extraordinary power to supplement) 
local, bodily labor. The positive insistence that the present holders of 
ancestral valuables have received them in an unbroken chain from the 
time of origins implies a negative aspect as well. Ancestral valuables, like 
tombs, index a significant absence. For example, the spear kept in Lai 
Tarung is the "shadow," a synecdoche and diminished representative of 
Ubu Dangu, its original owner and the founder of the village. More 
than that, it indexes as well the missing sheath, which Dangu left be­
hind in Tarung, a village in Loli, where he had previously stopped on 
his ancestral trek. The importance of absence to which such valuables 
point lies in one of the dilemmas of power already evident in the tension 
between textual and contextual dimensions of ritual speech. The rem­
nant testifies to an originating event, yet its present immobility results 
from the lack of further events-at least of the same kind. 

Ancestral valuables provide metonymic ties to nonrepeatable events 
that lie at the origin of a social identity that should, nonetheless, extend 
into the future. As metonyms, these objects represent the continued pres­
ence of the past, but they also imply its absence as well: they are, as peo­
ple sometimes say, substitutes or replacements (na hepanya) for ances­
tral bodies, and people insist, "It wasn't we who made them." Like 
slaves, tokens in the offering dish, and ritual speakers, they are repre­
sentatives, signs (tada), that imply the existence of something whose 
value or power is evident in the very fact that it is not immediately 



214 Subjects and the Vicissitudes of Objects 

manifest. By replacing the ancestral body (which they do not even resem­
ble), they also elevate it by a kind of disembodiment, transforming it into 
an undying and unmoving representation. In contrast to exchange valu­
ables, which, as bonds and debts, presume a future in which they will re­
mind people of the present event, ancestral valuables remind people in 
the present of past events. 14 

When Anakalangese speak of objects as the basis for a kal;>isu's iden­
tity and the efficient cause of its ritual actions, this may involve an ele­
ment of deferential dissimulation, similar to the insistence that they only 
act in order to fulfill ancestral mandates. But to the extent that they at­
tribute serious misfortune to the neglect of these objects and work hard 
to keep guardians in the houses that hold them, their words cannot be 
dismissed as only rhetorical. In fact, even many Christians who are skep­
tical about the spirits worry about their ancestral valuables. What might 
the pragmatics and semiotics of objects tell us about what is at stake 
in them for kal;>isu? Annette Weiner (1992: 33) writes, "What makes a 
possession inalienable is its exclusive and cumulative identity with a par­
ticular series of owners through time." A "particular series of owners" 
seems to presuppose as given the existence of some social identity. But 
recall that membership in Anakalangese kal;>isu is not defined in terms 
of biological reproduction, which is iargely in the hands of yera. The 
transmission of the line depends on a number of factors, notably, but not 
exclusively, the outcome of marriage exchanges. Some sons leave to en­
ter their wives' families, and other people's sons are incorporated through 
in-marriage, adoption, and adrogation. What, then, counts as a series 
and consolidates the identity over time of the successive owners by 
which the inalienability of the valuable is determined? How does that se­
quence of owners differ from other chains of ownership, such as those 
mediated by gift, theft, or purchase? In Anakalang, the objects them­
selves play an important role in constructing the continuity of social 
identities. As the debate over the loss of the mamuli Rat the beginning 
of this chapter suggests, the very existence of the kal;>isu is predicated in 
part on the existence of its valuables. 15 As one man said, during a con­
ference to plan a ritual in Parewatana, 

(As for) the Great House, if there is that, what's-it-called (i.e., the ancestral 
valuable) that we use to watch over the house, it means that's what makes us 
stand (strong). The village land dewa, the river mouth dewa (i.e., the dewa 
of the village), if we put the contents of the house there (the ancestral valu­
able), it means that's what we use to guard the house, that's what makes our 
food firm, makes our betel firm, makes our standing firm, makes our cloth­
ing firm, that's what it's about. 
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The house is built in order to shelter them and provide a site for their rit­
uals. Priestly offices are maintained in part to provide them with offer­
ings in rituals, and when young men are incorporated from outside, it 
is so that someone will inherit the valuables and take over their rites. 
Except where Christianity has become dominant, the major rites gather 
together the kal;>isu's scattered households even more extensively than 
marriage exchanges or funerals. 

Ancestral valuables provide an enduring, objectified core to kal;>isu 
identity, but they also bear an important conceptual relationship to the 
ongoing activities of encounter and exchange. Exchange valuables dis­
play the extent and wealth of their current holders' alliances, as chains 
of active, contemporaneous relationships that follow female bloodlines 
outward through society. In contrast, inalienable valuables, like house 
sites, land claims, and tombs, ideally testify to the enduring temporal 
depth of the group that holds them, through series of husband-wife 
pairs, socially located in one place, that extend backward to a founding 
moment. Unlike a kal;>isu's house sites, rice fields, and tombs, however, 
it is a material property of ancestral valuables to be potentially mobile. 
Moreover, few ancestral valuables are physically distinguishable from 
objects that do circulate. Rather, what pragmatically sets them apart 
from circulating objects is their hidden, immobile state and the periodic 
rituals that sustain their ties to the living. These, along with the knowl­
edge that some valuables have in fact been lost or set back into motion 

' through destruction in fire, capture in war, theft, or overwhelming ex-
changes (Geirnaert-Martin 1989: 460), give forceful meaning to their 
continued possession. 

Objects whose circulation has been brought to a halt form an impor­
tant conceptual counterpoint to consumption, the marketplace, and ex­
change. As demonstrated when Ubu Pada held onto the cloth I gave 
him and when Ubu Ngailu promised to keep the cloth his brother had 
given him when making peace, to hold back an object is to exert control 
over the flow of things, demonstrating a capacity to divert some items 
from circulation. A similar test of the unassailability of a man's status is 
the ability to declare a certain possession out of bounds for exchange 
by dedicating it to the ancestors. Even a staunch Christian like old Pak 
Cornelis declared his favorite stallion to be a "marapu horse" (jara ma­
rapu), to be reserved until killed for his funeral feast. When Pak Cornelis 
speaks of "marapu" in this context, he appeals less to a realm of spiri­
tual agents than to a notion of transcendence, the possibility of super­
seding the immediate demands of social interaction. The presence of 
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the ancestral valuable in the house indexes a similar, presupposable, 
moment at which someone was able to arrest its motion. In displaying 
halted motion as a sign of power, ancestral valuables manifest a princi­
ple of ka\:Jisu autonomy. The ancestral valuable seems to offer a source 
of authority that exists independent of the never-ending encounter with 
affines and the hazards of exchange by which lifeblood and reputa­
tion are acquired.16 The assimilation of valuable objects to transcendent 
sources of authority is reinforced by their invisibility. Ancestral valuables, 
unlike exchange goods, are hidden from the appreciative, desiring, or cal­
culating eyes of others. Because they are known but not experienced, 
they are appropriate media for identities that transcend phenomenal ex­
perience, the ka}?isu identities that persist across space and time. 

Ancestral valuables imply not simply stasis and lack of interaction 
but also the never-realized potential for complete self-sufficiency. The 
basket in which the ancestral valuables are kept is called "the warm 
basket, the warm room." The same term applies to the sleeping cham­
ber in which the basket is often kept. The usual explanation is that the 
sleeping chamber is where the sexual acts of generations of forebears 
have taken place: as such, it is the site of biological reproduction and, 
more specifically, of that biological reproduction that counts socially, 
the regeneration of the house itself. Self-reproduction is, of course, im­
possible. As everyone in Anakalang knows, blood must be obtained in 
marriages that require encounters with others, outside the kal;Jisu. Af­
fines are inescapable. But at least, through their occasional participa­
tion in the ritual bathing of ancestral valuables, they can be momen­
tarily subordinated to the persistence and distinctiveness claimed by the 
kal;Jisu. By associating ancestral valuables with reproduction, the kal;Jisu 
seems to be using a logic similar to that of dewa, discursively appropri­
ating for itself the outcomes of interactions with others. 

In the process, ancestral valuables assert the agency of the kal;Jisu in 
its own reproduction in the face of its ongoing debt to yera as the true 
source of blood and, by metonymy, life. The objects hidden in the sleep­
ing chamber speak of an alternative: just as the concept of dewa seeks 
to appropriate for the subject the outcomes of interactions with others, 
so, too, the ancestral valuables covertly locate the wellsprings of ka\:Jisu 
continuity at home, apart from external alliances. These valuables are 
identified with the risks of interaction successfully run and transformed 
into the power to retain objects against the flow and hazards of ex­
change. Such powers manifest the transcendance promised by ka}?isu. 
In exchanges, ka\:Jisu act as either yera or ngaba wini. As represented by 
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their valuables, they exist as representations of ancestral married couples, 
their powers detached from the sexual dimorphism work and mortal-, ' 
ity of bodily individuals. 

RENEWAL AND RECOGNITION 

Ancestral valuables substantiate the existence and persistent effects 
of nonrepeatable events. They do so by proving that something has en­
dured from the past. The proof works not in the legal sense of a docu­
ment, or in the genealogical sense of a bloodline, or, entirely, in the his­
torical sense of evidence. Rather, the present possession of the valuable 
indexes not just a prior event but also the continuity of some social 
body that has been able to hold onto it in the face of the vagaries 
of political, economic, and demographic fortune. Although inalienable 
valuables represent the kal;Jisu's claims to ancestral identity and power, 
these claims display a tension similar to that between transcendent texts 
and contextual actions implicit in the use of ritual speech. In both cases, 
living persons simultaneously claim to participate in that ancestral agency 
and situate it apart from themselves. As the discussion of dewa suggests, 
possession is a problematic relationship. By lying apart from persons, 
ancestral valuables require constant effort to keep them bound to the 
living people to whom they belong-or, perhaps, who belong to them. 

Ancestral valuables thus exemplify the terms of the Hegelian dialec­
tic that underlie the concept of interaction I discussed in chapter 1. The 
process of self-objectification involves two moments. The moment of ex­
ternalization requires a second moment, that of sublation, by which the 
object is reappropriated by the subject. If the ancestral valuable serves as 
an indexical link that mediates between the living and the dead, it can 
only do so by virtue of recurrent activities by which the living assert 
their relationship to these valuables. These activities are rituals, icons of 
original ways of speaking and doing that were created by the ancestors 
to whom they are addressed. These acts thereby index the claims of the 
living to be legitimate heirs and vulnerable "descendants" (susu-ana) who 
deserve the protection and fostering of those whom they address. The 
living represent themselves, through ritual performances defined in ref­
erence to pata, as merely repeating rulelike actions, actions that can be 
repeated yet again in the future. In this way, their acts imply that it is not 
by mere happenstance that they hold these valuables. Rather, by treat­
ing the valuables in ritualized ways, with reference to the iterability of 
their acts, they assert their authority to hold them. As people who know 
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how to follow pata, they claim the valuables because of who they are, 
true members of their kal;>isu, proper followers of ancestral footsteps­
a quality that transcends any given moment, particular event, or indi­
vidual actors. It is these activities, not just the facts of biological descent 
or even physical control of kal;>isu property, that work to make presup­
posable a relationship between living and dead. If all goes well, the 
valuables will remain quiet, as silent guarantors of reputation, success­
ful exchanges, good crops, plenty of children. If, however, their living 
guardians fail to keep up their end of the relationship, the valuables will 
remind them of their potential separateness. Rather than, as it were, 
standing by their side, the valuables will confront their owners. Some 
valuables are known to have moved around by themselves. For example, 
there was a kal;>isu that had been forced by overwhelming debt to give 
one of its valuables to another. But the valuable continuously banged 
around in the box where the new owners stored it, finally frightening 
them into returning it to its rightful owners. Like the workings of dewa, 
such agency testifies to the legitimacy of the links between persons and 
possessions (see also Hoskins 1993b: 135-136). Most commonly, how­
ever, it is by assailing the living with misfortunes that valuables remind 
them that they have an agency of their own. 

Ancestral valuables are more than simply one legal category of prop­
erty among others. It is the overlay of their several dimensions-as traces, 
reminders, legitimating documents, distinguishing marks, and objects 
withheld from circulation-that makes ancestral valuables so powerful. 
This multifaceted character is brought out in Weiner's (1992) discus­
sion of inalienable possessions, which, she argues, embody a response to 
universal problems of social existence introduced by historical change 
and biological realities of loss. In the face of these, inalienable valuables 
do a number of things: they hold memories, authenticate claims to 
ancestral powers, mark social difference, attract circulating valuables, 
disguise impermanence, symbolize female productive and reproductive 
powers, and facilitate the development of hierarchy by permitting accu­
mulation. Since holding onto them requires work, skill, and sometimes 
even danger (Weiner 1992: 39), we can add to the list that their mere 
possession already indexes an achievement. To hold onto an object is 
an achievement, however, not simply because time exposes all human 
endeavors to loss. There is a more specifically social dimension to this 
achievement as well. Objects mediate interactions with others. In Ana­
kalang, exchange partners form a constant pressure on the capacity of 
each person, household, or kal;>isu to retain its possessions. This pres-
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sure exists not only as an external fact of political economy and self­
interested strategies. It is also intrinsic to the construction of social iden­
tities, which forces people, through acts of mutual recognition, into 
dependence on one another. In Anakalangese scenes of encounter, peo­
ple's capacity to act with authority is a function of their ability to ob­
jectify themselves for others. But these self-constituting activities require 
that words and things be separated from their transactors and put into 
play, at the risk of loss. 

Ancestral valuables institutionalize and foreground one particular 
aspect of the relationship between subject and object, the fact of pos­
session. For Simmel ([1907] 1990: 240), the relationship of ownership 
reaches its strongest form with collectors and misers, for whom "it is 
not the quality of the object that is the genuine bearer of value; rather, 
however much quality is indispensable and determines the measure of 
the value, the true motivation is the fact of its being possessed, the form 
of the relationship in which the subject stands to the object." Simmel 
uses the example of medieval attitudes toward landed property, which 
he describes as entailing a certain "dignity" over and above utility. Like 
Aristotle, he asserts that the greatest dignity inheres in the display of 
independence from (apparent) necessity and desire, thus, from the de­
mands of utility. Anakalangese inalienable valuables display in concrete 
form a comparable property of self-sufficiency, like that I have already 
discussed in relation to dewa: lacking either immediate utility or ex­
change value, they situate at the very heart of social identity an uncer­
tain sign of autonomy. 

DEMONIC VALUE 

Like dewa, ancestral valuables represent the effort to both appropri­
ate the outcome of the risks of interaction and imply the limits to that 
appropriation. There are alternative sources of value, however, which 
suggest a real avenue of escape, but at a cost few are willing to pay. 
Since the promise and the risk of demonic familiars (yora) have several 
features in common with those presented by market, money, and gov­
ernment development projects, it is worth juxtaposing them, briefly, 
to the values of exchange and ancestors. Yora are demonic spirits that 
individuals encounter, usually in wild places like the forest or pasture­
lands. The yora will make a pact with this person, promising personal 
wealth. The person must seal the bargain by making some idiosyncratic 
commitment, such as taking on a certain food taboo or promising small 



220 Subjects and the Vicissitudes of Objects 

offerings. The real trade-off, however, can be much more harsh-the 
death of one's first child, for example. In addition, it is generally as­
sumed that the wealth one obtains from yora cannot be passed on to 
one's children. Yora not only represent the possibility of wealth from 
beyond society but also dramatize the threat of loss, and there are many 
stories about fortunes that have evaporated and predictions of others 
that will. 

It makes sense that such wealth be ephemeral, since it often mani­
fests individual willfulness. Usually people associate yora with men who 
are especially brazen or ambitious, and who can be expected to be will­
ing to seek them out. The story one young man told me of his own en­
counter with a yora, however, suggests that wealth has an agency that 
lies beyond the volition of persons and emphasizes the risks of reject­

ing good fortune when it is offered to you. It took place in the isolated 
farmstead where he lived before moving to town to take up a position 
as a schoolteacher. 

One night I dreamed that three beautiful women came to offer me good for­
tune. I wanted to refuse. But the next morning, when I went out to relieve 
myself, I went to my usual spot, but nothing would come out. I went to an­
other, but still nothing would come out. I kept trying new spots, and in this 
way I circled the corral until I was beside the rock at the center of the hill. 
There I saw something like the mouth of a snake opening and closing. It 
turned out to be a big gold chain. I wrapped it in cloth and took it into the 
house. It writhed in the cloth like a snake. I wrapped it in red cloth and put 
it in a chest. Soon afterward, a large buffalo cow walked into my corral. It 
was so tame, it would take salt right out of my hand. So I had my younger 
brother brand it. Not long after that, my brother died. This was because we 
hadn't prayed [to spirits] because of this good fortune. Later when Ubu Sima 
was buried, I buried that gold chain with him (as a mortuary prestation). 
Then I fled to Waikabubak, because I didn't want to go back to that house. 
I'd rejected good fortune and now I'm afraid. I told my father not to give 
away that buffalo cow, but he did anyway. I swore there would be dangerous 
consequences, and sure enough there were. 

Eventually his two brothers went mad because they rejected the offering 
of the yora. 

Yora are at once attractive and illicit because they provide an alter­
native to the claims of exchange partners. Anakalangese usually also 
assume that wealth obtained from yora is sterile and will not devolve 
onto the next generation. Yora thus also represent the possibility, at­
tractive to some, threatening to others, that wealth may be indepen­
dent of both exchange and inheritance and thus may subvert its coor­
dination with rank. The asocial logic of yora-derived wealth shapes 
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contemporary ideas about government development projects, usually re­
ferred to as proyek, another source of wealth outside of society. One 
of the first things I learned in Anakalang was not to describe my work 
as a "project." The primary connotation of "project" is personal access 
to apparently unlimited sources of money, given for no evident pur­
pose.17 Like yora, the "project" is distinguished by the inexplicable en­
try of money from no comprehensible or stable source. The fact that 
this wealth is ultimately sterile parallels its lack of indexical grounding 
in the ongoing scenes of encounter by which more lasting entities are 
constructed: its lack of legitimate origins is reflected by the lack of a re­
productive future. 

This is a story of yora, as told to me late one night by Ubu Dewa 
Damaraka. 18 

Ubu Nyali Malar had the first egg. Ubu Nyali Malar was going to retrieve 
a buffalo someone owed him, when he came to the mouth of a cave, where 
he encountered two snakes fighting. Seeing this, he took a mamuli from his 
wood purse and broke it in two. He gave one half to each snake. So th~n 
the snakes turned into humans (and gave him a chicken) .... After a while 
that chicken laid an egg. That egg crowed from inside. Once hatched from 
the egg, that rooster crowed continuously. Once grown, it kept crowing, 
(the crowing carried) all the way to Java. Java over there already heard that 
rooster crow. Now the man came from Java to Bodutera (the village), want­
ing to buy that chicken. He wanted to buy it with money. Ubu Nyali didn't 
want to sell it. He said, "Better than that, give me that ring on your finger." 
The man from Java thought it over. He really wanted that rooster, so, like it 
or not, he gave the ring. Now he had the rooster, he brought it to Java. So 
that's why now the president is in Java. That ring is in Bodutera. It had child 
after child, until they put it in the granary. The granary filled up with gold. 
Ubu Nyali's slave Muda ran off to Lewa with that ring. Arriving in Lewa 
Paku, the same thing happened, it kept having children, put it in the granary, 
it filled up, put it in another, that filled up too. Until there was no longer any 
place left. Put it in a cave, it kept having more children, til there was no more 
room. It's all gold in that cave. So now that's why in Java, it becomes the 
president, and in Sumba, it's rich in gold. So it's like that rooster: we hear the 
president wherever we are in Indonesia, otherwise why is the president al­
ways from Java? 

The fate of Ubu Nyali's gold displays both the promise and the hazards 
of wealth. Reproducing on its own, it contains the possibility of auton­
omy and riches beyond the demands of social interaction. Yora, which 
can also refer to a lover, is (for a man) like a wife, a source of goods, but 
like a lover, does not embed the man in relations with affines. Nonethe­
less it remains detachable from persons and thus vulnerable to loss. Fi­
nail~, the loss of the rooster forms a microcosmic image of the colonial 
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relation between Sumba and both Dutch and Indonesian rule. The form 
of the exchange already entails the possibility of loss, an act of straight­
forward barter that establishes no further relations. The result of this 
barter makes clear that local claims to wealth and fame now operate 
against a background of something that has been lost: the political con­
trol represented by the president (and linked to masculinity through the 
conventional figure of the rooster) will always lie elsewhere. By impli­
cation, political control is found where gold is not-and, as many Ana­
kalangese tell me, vice versa: for many people, Sumbanese gold repre­
sents a source of value that eludes the control of the state. What the 
temptation and danger of yora suggest is that colonial and postcolonial 
orders, for all their power and historical specificity, pose problems that, 
in some respects, may not have been entirely unfamiliar to Anakalangese 
from the start. 

THE ACTIVITY OF PERSISTENCE 

When Walter Benjamin (1969: 220) contrasts the "aura" of a singu­
lar work of art to the products of mechanical reproduction, he stresses 
the materiality that gives the artwork "its presence in time and space, its 
unique existence ... (which) determined the history to which it was 
subject throughout the time of its existence." But if material persistence 
is necessary, it is not sufficient for an object to mark historical depth. 
The object must also be distinguishable from others of its kind. Iconism 
marks ancestral valuables as tokens of ancestral types. As tokens, how­
ever, they are interchangeable with other tokens of the same type. The 
fact that I have cash in my pocket today and likewise had cash a year 
ago says nothing about the ongoing state of my purse. To serve as pres­
ent traces of particular pasts is an indexical function: valuables must 
be linked to this kal;>isu, this ancestor, this village. Since the majority of 
ancestral valuables are physically indistinguishable from the valuables 
that circulate in ordinary exchange, their objectual qualities alone are 
insufficient to grant them the individuality that marks persistence. Their 
distinctiveness is produced through spatial restrictions and by the talk 
that recalls their names and histories and attributes to them current 
misfortunes. Most authoritatively, it is the ritual acts directed at them 
that sets them apart.19 The status granted to those who have been able to 
hold onto ancestral valuables from the beginning of time is not simply a 
matter of physical things. It requires ongoing representational practices 
and their capacity to construct for that authority a presupposable origin 
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and a reproducible outcome. Ritual acts demonstrate that the living need 
recurrently to respond to the threat that ancestral valuables pose if ig­
nored for too long. The agency of objects is acknowledged by offerings 
and anointings, acts that demand in turn that the objects, or the spirits 
they represent, recognize the legitimacy of the humans who claim to 
possess them. To be recognizable, this legitimacy requires ritual speech, 
the social cooperation that produces it, and the collective subject that it 
embodies, with all the costs and compromises these entail. 

Despite the normative claim that ancestral valuables are permanent, 
everyone knows stories about losses. When I undertook a survey of an­
cestral valuables in 1993, I discovered a large proportion of them ire 
now missing. Some were lost in fire, others as war booty. Some were 
even jarred loose from their repose by the demands of extraordinary 
marriage exchanges, as when, a generation ago, the regent married the 
daughter of the raja of Wanukaka. And increasingly the story is of theft 
and sale. Recommodified, they become ethnographic curiosities, works 
of art, or simply so much gold and silver (see Taylor 1994). Although 
people will portray such events as contingent and aberrant, the possi­
bility of loss is implicit in the very materiality of valuables, which ex­
poses them to alternative destinies. In the absence of ritual obligations, 
ancestral valuables, like kal;>isu P's R, are coming increasingly to be re­
ducible to either "arbitrary" (i.e., conventional) symbols of social unity 
or containers of purely economic value, salable gold. 

The effort to endow social identities with the stability and concrete­
ness of valuables simultaneously exposes those identities to some of their 
vicissitudes. But this exposure is a function of the loss not just of ob­
jects but of the activity that binds them to social subjects. These prac­
tices involve people in never fully resolvable tensions between text and 
context, transcendence and contingency, expansiveness and limits. The 
materiality of objects and the active efforts of subjects expose each to the 
economic and historical vulnerabilities to which the others are prone. 
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relation between Sumba and both Dutch and Indonesian rule. The form 
of the exchange already entails the possibility of loss, an act of straight­
forward barter that establishes no further relations. The result of this 
barter makes clear that local claims to wealth and fame now operate 
against a background of something that has been lost: the political con­
trol represented by the president (and linked to masculinity through the 
conventional figure of the rooster) will always lie elsewhere. By impli­
cation, political control is found where gold is not-and, as many Ana­
kalangese tell me, vice versa: for many people, Sumbanese gold repre­
sents a source of value that eludes the control of the state. What the 
temptation and danger of yora suggest is that colonial and postcolonial 
orders, for all their power and historical specificity, pose problems that, 
in some respects, may not have been entirely unfamiliar to Anakalangese 
from the start. 

THE ACTIVITY OF PERSISTENCE 

When Walter Benjamin (1969: 220) contrasts the "aura" of a singu­
lar work of art to the products of mechanical reproduction, he stresses 
the materiality that gives the artwork "its presence in time and space, its 
unique existence ... (which) determined the history to which it was 
subject throughout the time of its existence." But if material persistence 
is necessary, it is not sufficient for an object to mark historical depth. 
The object must also be distinguishable from others of its kind. Iconism 
marks ancestral valuables as tokens of ancestral types. As tokens, how­
ever, they are interchangeable with other tokens of the same type. The 
fact that I have cash in my pocket today and likewise had cash a year 
ago says nothing about the ongoing state of my purse. To serve as pres­
ent traces of particular pasts is an indexical function: valuables must 
be linked to this ka~isu, this ancestor, this village. Since the majority of 
ancestral valuables are physically indistinguishable from the valuables 
that circulate in ordinary exchange, their objectual qualities alone are 
insufficient to grant them the individuality that marks persistence. Their 
distinctiveness is produced through spatial restrictions and by the talk 
that recalls their names and histories and attributes to them current 
misfortunes. Most authoritatively, it is the ritual acts directed at them 
that sets them apart. 19 The status granted to those who have been able to 
hold onto ancestral valuables from the beginning of time is not simply a 
matter of physical things. It requires ongoing representational practices 
and their capacity to construct for that authority a presupposable origin 
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and a reproducible outcome. Ritual acts demonstrate that the living need 
recurrently to respond to the threat that ancestral valuables pose if ig­
nored for too long. The agency of objects is acknowledged by offerings 
and anointings, acts that demand in turn that the objects, or the spirits 
they represent, recognize the legitimacy of the humans who claim to 
possess them. To be recognizable, this legitimacy requires ritual speech, 
the social cooperation that produces it, and the collective subject that it 
embodies, with all the costs and compromises these entail. 

Despite the normative claim that ancestral valuables are permanent, 
everyone knows stories about losses. When I undertook a survey of an­
cestral valuables in 1993, I discovered a large proportion of them ue 
now missing. Some were lost in fire, others as war booty. Some were 
even jarred loose from their repose by the demands of extraordinary 
marriage exchanges, as when, a generation ago, the regent married the 
daughter of the raja of Wanukaka. And increasingly the story is of theft 
and sale. Recommodified, they become ethnographic curiosities, works 
of art, or simply so much gold and silver (see Taylor 1994). Although 
people will portray such events as contingent and aberrant, the possi­
bility of loss is implicit in the very materiality of valuables, which ex­
poses them to alternative destinies. In the absence of ritual obligations, 
ancestral valuables, like ka\;Jisu P's R, are coming increasingly to be re­
ducible to either "arbitrary" (i.e., conventional) symbols of social unity 
or containers of purely economic value, salable gold. 

The effort to endow social identities with the stability and concrete­
ness of valuables simultaneously exposes those identities to some of their 
vicissitudes. But this exposure is a function of the loss not just of ob­
jects but of the activity that binds them to social subjects. These prac­
tices involve people in never fully resolvable tensions between text and 
context, transcendence and contingency, expansiveness and limits. The 
materiality of objects and the active efforts of subjects expose each to the 
economic and historical vulnerabilities to which the others are prone. 



CHAPTER NINE 

Conclusion 

Certain shared assumptions about the nature of human subjects and so­
cieties underlie the concepts of representation, objectification, and alien­
ation found in many accounts of modernity and some criticisms of eth­
nographic practice. Humanist, Marxist, and poststructuralist writings 
alike often portray Western modernity as something distinguished by, 
for example, a radical split between subject and object, the reification 
of social processes, and self-misrecognition. Conversely, if usually more 
covertly, this self-portrait stands over against a presupposed background 
of more authentic alternatives. 1 Perhaps we, if we are "Western" read­
ers, are like Anakalangese in speaking of their own ancestors, when we 
implicitly contrast our own world to one inhabited by humans endowed 
with greater efficacy, solidarity, and self-presence than we ourselves pos­
sess. Whether such contrasts serve ethical critique or are meant to recall 
us from the ethnographic present to a more historicized realism, how­
ever, they are not well served by oversimplification. 

By placing representational practice at the center of this book, I have 
had several goals. First, taking a cue from the Hegelian tradition, I have 
sought to examine certain representational practices as forms of objec­
tification, for evidence of how people constitute themselves and act as 
social subjects. In particular, I have tried to show how representations 
are embedded within and implicit to the demands of interaction, in cir­
cumstances quite different from those that have defined modern Western 
social and economic organization. The dialectic of interaction means 
not just that subjects produce themselves through objects, but that ob-
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jects (and here I refer both to verbal and material forms) must in turn be 
reincorporated back into the subject. For example, it is not sufficient 
for a kabisu to speak in ritual words, it must also be heard and obtain a 
reply. That is, it must be recognized by an interlocutor, such as another 
kabisu. As they interact with one another, each kabisu evaluates the 
other's performance-as replicas of ancestral forms, as evidence of that 
kal;>isu's vitality, and as tokens of the respect that they themselves de­
mand. However formalized, these performances are not just a matter of 
following rules. It is their semiotic and pragmatic effects that help por­
tray them as actions of people who bear a practical mastery of ances­
tral ways. That practical mastery in turn depends on the ability to trans­
form the resources of everyday speech and material production in ways 
that extend beyond the here and now, becoming the stuff of representa­
tions. It has therefore been important in this book to pay attention to 
the details of objects, words, and performances. 

One of my goals has thus been to separate representation and objec­
tification from their common associations with either self-estrangement 
or direct self-expression. At the same time, by emphasizing practice, I 
have resisted an older ethnographic tendency to see representations as 
instantiating cultural texts or rules that exist independent of ongoing 
activity. Thus, on the one hand, if the textualizing moment in ritual 
speech is not coextensive with action, it is nonetheless a critical compo­
nent of it. On the other hand, texts and other forms of objectification 
are not things that we can see through or discard in order to arrive at a 
more authentic human subject or more immediate kind of act. I have 
thus sought to do justice to both the processual and objectifying dimen­
sions of action. In doing so, I have attempted to provide an (admittedly 
partial) account of the complex relations both between speaking sub­
jects and their words and between producing and transacting subjects 
and their objects. In particular, I have emphasized the way that people's 
relationships to words and things are shaped by the demands, dynamics, 
and risks of interaction with others. 

Several elements of the dialectical model of interaction are crucial to 
this argument. One is that we cannot assume interaction is a matter of 
fully autonomous subjects coming together to transact goods with one 
another or to jockey for position by making strategic choices among 
linguistic tools that lie ready to hand before them. Ultimately, for ex­
ample, it is not just the relative status of Anakalangese kal;>isu that is at 
stake in a given exchange, but the very identity of particular persons as 
living embodiments of immortal kal;>isu, their capacity even to enter a 
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claim for status in the first place. Anakalangese scenes of encounter 
involve a potential, but never fully guaranteed, transformation of indi­
vidual bodies into collective agents identified with ancestors, under the 
name of kabisu. I have traced out parallel verbal and objectual features 
of this tran~formation. In material terms, this includes a passage from 
the socially and temporally constricted circuit of household production 
and consumption, through more expansive networks of exchange, cul­
minating in the collective, long-term possession of immobile ancestral 
valuables. In verbal terms, the transformation involves an increased del­
egation, distribution, and displacement of the voice from personal to an­
cestral authorship, from highly contextual and fluid to decontextualized 
and rule foregrounding. Under the demands of these transformations, 
relations of domination (like that between noble and slave), of hierarchy 
(like that between junior and senior), and of cooperative, if asymmet­
ric, complementarity (like that between husband and wife) are enfolded 
within unitary agents {such as household, house, and kabisu), known 
through their representational practices. For example, the performance 
roles of wunang, respondent, and leader iconically, and very selectively, 
enact a version of the relationship of domination between a noble an­
cestral couple and their slave (who gives his name to the nobles as their 
ka~ehang), as if it were primarily one between representative and rep­
resented. So, too, the presence of women's work is indexed in goods 
whose symbolic and iconic character denotes their gendered origins with 
reference to ancestral principles of cosmological complementarity. In 
terms, then, of the implicated subject, both verbal and material media 
transform discrete, gendered, fully "present," and mortal bodies into 
collective, dual-gendered, partially "absent," and, in principle, immor­

tal objects of representation. 
This process of transformation, however, should not lead us to take 

the part for the whole, conflating the formal representation with that 
which is represented or that which is undertaking the representing. For 
example, we will not obtain a sufficient account of male and female in 
Anakalang by interpreting the couplets of ritual speech or scrutinizing 
the semiotics of prestations, if we overlook what happens in the garden, 
around the hearth, in the throes of childbirth, and so forth. At the same 
time, there is no reason to privilege the "productive" end of the scale, 
bodily labor, as the "real" infrastructure that is disguised by a cultural 
superstructure, or the individual speaker as the authentic source of a 
self-expressive voice. Some Anakalangese might suggest we could just 
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as accurately portray individuals as beings that are not yet completely 
realized, insofar as they are not yet fully social actors engaged in the 
collaborative construction of everlasting, recognizable identities. But it 
is surely more realistic yet to grant both ends of the spectrum their priv­
ileges, and to see in their differences and the tensions between them the 
stuff of ambition, pleasure, anxiety, and struggle. 

An important consequence of this argument concerns the role of ma­
terial things in speech events and of speech in material transactions. By 
looking not for a disembodied "discourse" or "rhetoric" but at con­
crete forms and practices, I have sought to take seriously the articulation 
of representations with political economy and material vicissitudes. By 
insisting on the importance of material things in social existence, how­
ever, I do not intend to invite reductionism in through the back door. 
That economic needs in Anakalang are shaped by the demands of ex­
change, for example, should challenge any straightforward account of 
"objective interests." The interests of Anakalangese women and men 
are not given independently of the practices and sociality that construct 
those interests, nor do people have available to them an abstract posi­
tion from which to evaluate their interests relative to all theoretically 
possible alternatives. For example, the economic value of buffalo in 
monetary terms cannot be understood in isolation from the interactive 
dimension of social life and the susceptibility of any act of giving or re­
taining to being evaluated by other people. This is why, for example, I 
hesitate to use the plausible locution that rank is "validated" or "legiti­
mated" through exchange and ritual performance. To do so would be, I 
believe, to treat rank misleadingly as an abstract position whose mean­
ing is fully distinct from the practices that constitute particular claims to 
it. Similarly, it is the interdependence between material practices and 
more abstract concepts of persons and actions that I have tried to bring 
out in my discussion of the concept of dewa in the previous chapter. At 
the same time, the variety of slippages I have pointed to should also chal­
lenge the opposite conclusion, that people are enclosed within a seam­
less cultural web, unquestioningly carrying out unvarying directives. 

This view of the relationship among practices, discourses, and society 
makes it difficult to find purchase for the split that, for example, Scott 
(1985, 1990) posits between a public face of deceit and a "hidden tran­
script" behind the scenes, where the dominated speak the truth. In say­
ing this, I do not mean to play down the rumbles and occasional shouts 
of complaint and dissension that one can hear in Anakalang. Nor do 
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I mean to reduce all discourse to a single, undifferentiated, and neutral 
"conversation." On the contrary, I have argued that we cannot under­
stand even formal representations without the verbal clash of styles, 
movement among registers, slippage of frames; without the social dy­
namics of risk and dissidence. Rather, my doubt concerns the possibil­
ity of attributing to some kinds of discourse a privileged access to per­
spectives free of the context in which they are embedded. If normative 
discourse serves some interests at the expense of others, it is because of 
its role as a practice amid other practices, not because it suppresses an 
underground discourse that is in fact true. If the study of speech prac­
tices, genres, and the contest among speakers tells us anything, it is that 
the alternative to a literal-minded acceptance of official, normative ac­
counts of tradition and custom is not to be found simply by shifting our 
allegiance to another account, unless we pay further attention to the 
practices of which that account is part, and to the transformative rela­
tions among these accounts. 

A related difficulty can be found when Bourdieu speaks of the "eu­
phemization" of kinship ([1972] 1977: 191). This term accurately cap­
tures a dimension of local strategy but risks underplaying how it is 
embedded within a constitutive set of practices. A wealthy master of ex­
change like Ubu Dongu (whose comments I record in chapter 7) is in­
deed quite capable of exploiting the language of kinship, but he does so 
for interests that do not exist entirely independently of the demands that 
kinship imposes on him. He is a shrewd and rational strategist, but he 
is not a transcendental subject. Ubu Dongu may well speak about his 
maneuvers very differently at home than in a public forum, and his de­
pendents in turn may view his tactics with a cold eye. But neither he nor 
his dependents have available an alternative, fully objective language 
that shares nothing with the moral implications of kinship which "eu­
phemism" would serve to disguise. To point this out is not to deny the 
workings of power, or the capacity of speakers to reflect on, criticize, 
and even alter the available terms of discourse. But it is to insist as well 
on the reality and powers of discourse. Euphemism must be understood 
as one among other possible ways of speaking within Anakalang. What 
it rephrases are other situated discourses. 

A final difficulty arises in Bourdieu's famous expression "symbolic 
capital." To collapse the distinction between material and symbolic in 
this manner risks reducing the latter to the former-to seeing wealth 
as "the ultimate basis of power" ([1972] 1977: 195)-rather than ex­
posing their dialectics. Again, think of the calculations and strategies of 
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Ubu Dongu. To reduce his carefully cultivated relations with supporters, 
dependents, and exchange partners to "symbolic capital" may lead us to 
overlook the ways in which those others confront him as subjects and in 
which at least some of them may in turn seek to enfold him into their 
own subjecthood. In different practical circumstances, for example, Ubu 
Dongu's yera faces him by turns as a challenging other, reckons him as a 
resource, threatens to ignore him, and counts him as a pragmatic com­
ponent of his own agentive identity. This is not exactly the discreet cap­
ital that gathers interest quietly in the bank, nor is it the industrious cap­
ital that searches restlessly for untapped opportunities while its owner 
sleeps. 

The first set of themes I have raised concerns the relations between 
the "symbolic" and "material"; the second concerns agents. The trans­
formation of persons into kabisu is not performed by each kabisu on 
its own. The self-constitution internal to each kabisu in the scene of 
encounter is a function of relations kabisu collaboratively develop be­
tween them. Their mutual recognition is produced in representational 
actions, including delegated speaking parts, ritual speech, and ceremo­
nial exchange. In such formal encounters, Anakalangese appear to dra­
matize a view of interaction similar to that expressed by V. N. Volo­
sinov ([1930] 1973), that to speak is implicitly to elicit a reply from 
another speaker and that the reply completes the act initiated by the 
speaker (see Mead 1934). This has important consequences for where 
we are empirically to seek out agency. Take, for example, the socially 
recognized authorship of words. As Bakhtin (1981) argues, there is no 
simple and singular distribution of "voices" over bodies. By means of 
"double-voiced utterances," for example, individual speakers may in­
corporate the (attributed) voices of others, diffusing responsibility for 
or increasing the moral weight of their words. But if a range of voices 
can occur within the utterances of "single" speakers, those speakers 
themselves enter into wider interactional fields. The speaker herself may 
not be fully able to control the allocation of responsibility for the au­
thorship of her words. Rather, this allocation may be the outcome of a 
collective activity and may end up "thinning out and socializing its cen­
tral focus" (Hill and Irvine 1992: 13). A similar complexity holds for 
the "authorship" (whether by production or transaction) of objects. The 
subject of exchange, for example, is constructed over the course of 
multiple acts of giving. Like the authorship of words, the allocation of 

-
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responsibility for producing and for giving objects is the outcome of so­
cial interaction. As Strathern (1988) puts it, different people, even dif­
ferent internal aspects of "partible" individuals, may all be recognized 
as sources of different components of the object. In practical terms, this 
potential for multiple attributions is registered in the fallibility of mem­
ory, disputes over the proper intent of gifts, conflicts over ownership, 
and the fact that debts are not created by inherent properties of objects 
but are forged in the activities by which they are transacted. Whether 
the focus is on verbal or material media, the social character of agency 
entails quandaries similar to those I mentioned in discussing charisma in 
chapter 1: the rhetorical displacement or delegation of agency threatens 
to become estrangement. 

Thus we cannot assume that the subjects of interaction are individual 
persons, or that they are engaged primarily in reciprocity, self-expression 
or communication, trafficking in signs and goods that are fully distinct 
from them and over which they have full control. This raises a third set 
of problems, concerning risk and hazard. To the extent that neither the 
authorship of words nor the sources of goods are given but are func­
tions of social interaction, claims to agency are potentially defeasible. 
The result is the ever-present potential for alienation, slippage, or loss. 
This slippage is in part a characteristic of the media themselves, put on 
display and even compounded by high formality. In pragmatic terms, 
speech acts are subject to misfire. More generally, the inscrutability that 
Anakalangese attribute to signs presents a challenge to the hermeneutic 
approach to cultural texts. The fact that "texts" are publicly accessible 
does nothing to guarantee the security even of "natives'" interpretations. 
The interpretation of representations involves collaborative, fallible con­
structions of texts. This is neither a mystical quality nor a technical de­
fect, but reflects the fundamentally social character of language. Insofar 
as speech is socially produced and interactively construed, it is in any 
instance identified with its speaker and that speaker's intentions only with 
some potential for ambiguity. Similarly, the source, ownership, purpose, 
and destination of material prestations are also subject to contestation, 
confusion, forgetting, and subversion. Finally, the activities by which 
the performance of speech and transacting of goods are effected show 
similar vulnerabilities to slippage. The delegation of speaking parts may 
fail, the event may slip out of its frame. The hazards to which I refer 
have two chief sources. One is that the objectification, the distantiation, 
and the expansiveness afforded by representation bear with them the 
risk of total detachment from the subject. The other is that interaction 
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forces participants into mutual dependence, placing each, to an extent, 
at the mercy of the other. 

Corresponding to these sources of hazard are sources of its relative 
obscurity in our own field of vision. By focusing on distinct agents of 
actions, anthropologists are sometimes inclined to overlook the effects 
each agent has on the other, not just as a source of external force (such 
as coercion and resistance) but for the very constitution of the agent in 
the first place (as in recognition). In addition, if anthropologists have 
tended to overlook the elements of slippage and risk, this is due in part 
to the long-standing (and highly productive) project of uncovering the 
order presumed to lie hidden behind the unfamiliar. In places like Ana­
kalang, this project coincides with the great value that Anakalangese 
themselves place on pata and formal procedures. It would be a disservice 
to Anakalangese concerns to ignore this value, and analytically unwise 
to overlook the cultural patterns on which para draws. At the same 
time, it would be deceptive to take the appearance of rules too much at 
face value. As I have argued above, Anakalangese themselves have ways 
of explicitly talking about, and metapragmatically of displaying, the 
processual character of apparently rule-governed actions and, more gen­
erally, the risks of interaction. These include the assertion that actual per­
formances of pata are "shadows" of the full set of rules and the variety 
of iconic and indexical features of formal action that displace agency, 
presuppose semiotic difficulty, and imply agonistic circumstances. To read 
pata as an efficient cause of ritualized action (to say nothing of project­
ing pata as the totality of Anakalangese culture) is, from one perspec­
tive, to mistake the negotiation of values for the carrying out of direc­
tives. It is also to misconstrue the way in which the discourse of pata 
seeks to read present deeds with a retrospective eye, as actions that 
replicate something that has always already been completed. This may 
be part of the authority of ancestors: they project into cosmological 
time the completedness of action that, for example, Schutz ascribes to 
ordinary self-conscious activity and Bakhtin to "authoritative discourse." 
As people in eastern Sumba put it (Forth 1981: 212), in some circum­
stances the dead receive an even number of offerings, because "'the dead 
are complete' and therefore 'do not request (or require) anything."'2 The 
problem is, of course, that those who say so are themselves compelled, 
for the moment, to remain among the living. 

The materiality of words and things exposes actors and actions to the 
social world: as concrete media, words and things are accessible to a 
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public, bearing formal properties that are open to the evaluative gaze 
of others. These material qualities also display points of articulation 
between the semiosis that is foregrounded in ritualized action and the 
wider political economy that remains a more taciturn presence offstage, 
whose workings elude any set of conscious intentions. By requiring that 
words and things be transacted in tandem, the formal rules of interac­
tion effectively introduce an economic dimension to speech events, even 
as they lay stress on the semiotic features of valuable goods. In doing 
so, scenes of encounter dramatize an important assumption of Anaka­
langese cosmology, that wealth reflects good ties with ancestors and 
thus with the ultimate sources of authority. Being immanent in the very 
forms that action takes, this conjunction of wealth with ancestral au­
thority need not depend entirely on explicit beliefs shared by all partic­
ipants. It is quite possible for some Anakalangese to doubt either the 
general proposition that wealth comes from ancestors or the more spe­
cific claims that certain individuals or groups possess their wealth legit­
imately, without undermining the efficacy of the practices in which al­
most everyone is involved. This is in part because of the ways in which 
individuals, their sense of identity and self-esteem and to a large extent 
their livelihood, are enmeshed with the projects of others. In semiotic 
terms it is also because the links between economic capacity and au-

' thoritative actions are, in part, indexes (thus both logical and causal) 
constructed in performance. The causal side of the logicocausal nexus 
integrates signification with political economy and material vicissitude. 
On the one hand, it means those who would inherit status must work to 
sustain it. On the other hand, it means that those who come into wealth 
must also work to legitimate it. Both the authority of representational 
practices and the powers supported by material resources are vulnerable 

to each other. 
The integration of verbal activity with political economy thus has 

two sides. One implication is that, if linguistic analysis allows us to 
examine the interactive negotiation of authority, it should not lead us 
to overlook the limits to the negotiable. These limits are implicit in the 
poetic conventions, institutional structures, and other contextual cir­
cumstances that make certain kinds of conversation and conversational 
outcomes possible. But limits are also imposed by properties that cannot 
be discovered within the confines of spoken interaction or the temporal 
frame of the speech event. Material and social resources can be accu­
mulated over time. Over time, they make certain outcomes more feasi­
ble, others less likely-they help structure (as Bourdieu puts it) what 
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people will consider to be "realistic" possibilities, what can be attempted 
and questioned, what cannot. There come to be circumstances in which 
in practical terms, it becomes hard to question someone's claims to au: 
thority due to their overwhelming resources. This was the case, for ex­
ample, with Umbu Sappy's right-hand man, Ubu B. After spending his 
youth as a laborer in the port town of Waingapu, he was summoned 
back to Anakalang to oversee Umbu Sappy's herds and to engage, it 
seems, in the occasional strong-arm activity. Over the course of two de­
cades, he accumulated a large herd and forged several strong marriage 
alliances. With his wealth he sponsored the schooling of several children 
and other kabisu members, many of whom went on to acquire positions 
in the civil service. Today, few Anakalangese would consider it wise di­
rectly to challenge Ubu B's descendants' claims to rank, political leader­
ship in their kabisu, or ritual authority. But this does not prevent people 
from recalling Ubu B's less than impressive origins, or the means by 
which he rose, or even to impugn the character of his descendants. Peo­
ple say that when he died, his herds quickly evaporated due to a weak­
ened dewa, manifested by a sudden spate of cattle rustling. It is signifi­
cant that the most secure means by which he was able to reproduce his 
position was by diverting wealth from exchange to invest it in the insti­
tutional structures of education and bureaucracy. 

By diverting goods into the market, Ubu B was acting on a potential 
alienability that was probably never entirely absent from Anakalangese 
exchange. What was novel, in his time, was the existence of the pecu­
liar forms of objectified status made available by the state. I want to 
close by briefly suggesting that we cannot understand people's historical 
experience if we overlook the fracture lines and possibilities embedded 
within existing practices. Recognizing the slippages and alternatives that 
can be found even within the most formalized of activities may permit 
us to see historical transformations not only as entirely alien forces im­
posed from without, a matter of replacing whole cloth one society, econ­
omy, and set of values with another. It has been common, for example, 
to dichotomize societies between gift and commodity economies (Greg­
ory 1982; but cf. Appadurai 1986; Parry and Bloch 1989). When mar­
kets introduce money and commodities into gift economies, the narrative 
proceeds, they quickly undermine or drive out the values and morality 
of exchange. But Anakalangese exchange already recognizes, if not the 
full-blown commodity form of capitalist economics, at least many of 
the alienable properties of commodities. What may be different is the set 
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of ways in which the conversion of goods into cash can draw Anaka­
langese into the webs of "foreign powers," the chief source and often the 
ultimate destination of cash in this part of Sumba (Vel 1994). By insist­
ing on the moral value of pata, Anakalangese support the distinction 
between gift and commodity. Pata can become a defense of local society 
not as identity politics or cultural expression, but as a tacit way of re­
sisting the power that goes along with dependence on other people's 
money. Once we realize that exchange valuables circulate among a range 
of alternative destinations, we can see how historical circumstances may 
configure and transform existing possibilities, or make real what had 
heretofore only been imagined. 

A similar argument can be made for words. Elsewhere (Keane 1995a) 
I have argued that ritual speech is peculiarly available for reappropria­
tion to new ends. As the contemporary Indonesian context encourages 
certain kinds of folklorization (Acciaioli 1985; Bowen 1991), it is of­
ten the most textual dimensions of ritual speech that are foregrounded, 
largely at the expense of the interactive and performative dimensions. 
This is already signaled in Ubu Sebu's baptismal yaiwo, mentioned in 
chapter 3, in which the lack of offerings suggested that the speeches were 
not addressed to a spirit audience. When the demand for a response is 
lost, what is left can appear to be something like a virtual book of cus­
tom, waiting to be written down. Because the textual dimension of rit­
ual speech permits it to be treated as something independent of prac­
tice, this can lead to a redistribution of authority. For example, it should 
not be surprising to discover that practitioners are often relatively inar­
ticulate about their knowledge when discussing it out of a practical 
context. As I have mentioned, some ratus have difficulty remembering 
ritual knowledge, when, as they say, the gongs are not playing. Other 
wunangs and ratus simply find such reflections to be pointless and grow 
impatient when asked to recount or analyze ritual procedures in the 
abstract. 

In contrast, it is sometimes people who are distant from ritual prac­
tices and can draw on new sources of status, such as formal education, 
who seem most articulate about "tradition." One of these was a minor 
official who delighted in providing me with synoptic accounts of the 
pata of marriage and funerals and was remarkably good at interpreting 
couplets and coming up with etymologies. Nor should he be accused of 
complete infidelity to the true character .of Anakalangese ritual, insofar 
as its strangeness and textlike properties do create the sense of distance 
that invites reflection. But when called upon to use this knowledge in 
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practice in negotiating a marriage exchange (as I described at the begin­
ning of chapter 4), he floundered, finally shifting from kajiala into col­
loquial Indonesian. Those people who are adept at providing synoptic 
and decontextualized accounts of pata may undermine the authority of 
those who know how to act but cannot explain (see Briggs 1984; Hill 
1985). Related to this is the experience of nostalgia and inauthentic­
ity. When Anakalangese focus on the literal referents of couplets, or 
when they reify pata, they are liable to find a mismatch between text 
and world. Rather than negotiate this mismatch, in full recognition that 
only the ancestors could get it right, they may draw somewhat different 
conclusions. When the text is treated chiefly as evidence of a world to 
which it refers, the mismatch between text and material things (such as 
marriage payment or houses in an ancestral village) may support an in­
creasingly common perception that "authentic Anakalangese culture" 
either is imperfectly realized in the given instance or had been perfectly 
realized once but only in the past. 

This may help explain something that at first puzzled me. Many of 
the people most committed to what they see as modernity are also the 
most vocal about the loss of tradition. This was the case, for example, 
with one woman, a high school graduate and good Christian, who ran 
a small kiosk by the side of the main road and had little but scorn for the 
backward village people around her. She often expressed her astonish­
ment that someone from a rich country like mine would waste his time 
among such ignorant and impoverished hicks. Yet she also frequently 
criticized these same village people for not getting their pa ta right. When 
her father was still alive, she insisted, he really knew how to do the rit­
uals. This double vision was not unusual in my experience. She is one of 
those who are in the position to measure their vision of tradition against 
the imperfections of actual practices and the apparent inarticulateness of 
practitioners. Even those who promote "tradition" as a way of resisting 
the market, the church, or the state may end up presenting the "local" 
as a site of symbolic reserve. They may inadvertently limit tradition to 
being an expressive resource in the face of political and economic activ­
ity that is solely in the hands of external agents. 

Yet few Anakalangese are likely to view pata without some degree of 
ambivalence and we should be cautious about the nostalgia that sees 
transformation as pure loss. Whether their view is overly optimistic or 
not (they may be unaware of the historical leap from frying pan to fire), 
many Anakalangese see their emerging circumstances to be liberating. 
The possibilities include escape from the demands of formal encounter. 
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When the minor official mentioned above fumbled during his attempt to 
negotiate the marriage between a Timorese orphan and a bride whose 
father was from Flores, he suggested that, since they were all part of 
one great "Christian family" (Indo. keluarga Kristen), they should switch 
to "Christian customary law" (Indo. adat Kristen). Although the sug­
gestion was an obvious act of desperation and drew an angry rejection 
from his listeners, it also displays both the difficulty of pata and the 
appeal that contemporary alternatives can hold. To escape encounters 
also seems to promise, for some, a chance to elude dependency. Those 
men and women, especially the young and unmarried, who can get ac­
cess to regular sources of cash may value the relative freedom this pro­
vides them from their seniors and other patrons. Several single women 
have been able to support themselves with positions in schools and the 
church, maintaining some freedom from the labor demanded by full in­
volvement in exchange. One or two married women and several men of 
low rank find at least partial independence in small businesses. They 
continue to feel the pressures of kin, and the awkwardness of their mar­
ginal status. Still, increasingly, as one man put it to me with mixed dis­
dain and envy, 'Now that we are in the free age (Indo. masa merdeka­
an expression that in national discourse usually refers to liberation 
from colonialism), it's not rank that we defer to, but brains and money.' 
But as the account of representational practices I have essayed here sug­
gests, if he means that rank was once a stable position in the world, un­
touched by the activity of brains and the movements of wealth, he may 
well be misremembering. 

According to the old people, Ubu Paroru told me with a knowing 
chuckle, earth tremors are caused by a dispute between a cat and a 
mouse under the ground. The mouse says, 'I want to cut the navel cord 
of the earth,' but the cat says, 'No, don't, there are people up there.' 
The mouse says, 'No there aren't' and the cat says 'Go ahead, I'll shake 
the earth and you'll hear them.' So when there's a tremor we all beat 
drums, gongs, pots and pans, and we shout out 'I'm here! (Ya gal).' I re­
called reading of similar stories elsewhere in the region (e.g., Forth 1981: 
124) and was tempted to take them as a way of imagining the ultimate 
consequences of going unheard. On reflection, it is further tempting to 
see in this story the materials for a new allegory of the quandary of self­
representation as Anakalangese find themselves facing a host of new in­
terlocutors, and look for a way in which they might speak recognizably, 
and receive recognizable speech in reply. 

Notes 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1. I leave this definition rather abstract at this point to bring out shared fea­
tures between two very different sorts of events. The "encounter" is most evi­
dent between two groups of living people, as when clans negotiate marriage ex­
c~anges. Prayers and offerings to ancestors are also structured as encounters 
with others. To be sure, the audible speech and immediate material transaction 
are all on the side of the living: the dead reply through divinatory signs and fu­
ture benefits such as good harvests. But the activity is still structured as an en­
counter in which the one p.art! faces another who, though invisible, ought to be 
~resent, and the general prmc1ples of engagement remain the same as those with 
h~mg per~ons. In speaking of both sorts of encounter together in this way, I 
wish to bnng out the problems of representation they share. 
. 2,; Wha~ the politic~1, legal, diplomatic, and artistic senses of "representa­

tion. have m common 1s the role of absence. In each case, representation is "the 
makmg present in some sense of something which is nevertheless not present lit­
erally or in fact" (Pitkin 1967: 8-9; emphasis in original). Pitkin adds that there 
must also be a third party who considers the relationship between the present 
and the ab~ent .to be on~ of representation (1967: 100-105). This suggests that 
repr~sentat1on 1s not.ob1ectively constituted, because that third party may deny 
or .simply not perceive the relationship in question. Judith Butler (1990: 1) 
pomts out that .mu~h conten_ipo~ary feminist theory tends to assume that polit­
ical representation 1s a funct10n m part of effects of mimetic representation and 
th~s that effects on one will have consequences for the other. On the problem­
atic consequ~nc:s .of conflating representation as political speaking-for (vertre­
ten) and as s1gmfymg (darstellen), however, see Spivak 1988: 275 ff. 

3. It is significant that some accounts of power, which stress relations among 
persons ("power-over"), exclude from consideration the merely practical ad­
vantages afforded by access to material resources ("power-to"; see Wartenberg 
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1990). Although it is important not to conflate the two analytically, we should 
not forget that the relations between them can be of great concern for the peo­
ple involved. This can be seen, for instance, when people att~ibute supe~normal 
physical powers to the holders of charismatic authority, and m the classic prob­
lem of legitimizing wealth obtained by illicit means. 

4. Although Geertz's treatment of representation shares certain features 
with the Durkheimian tradition, his more explicit debt is to Weber. Of particu­
lar relevance here are the implications of a founding exclusion with which Weber 
begins Economy and Society. The definition of action with which he constit~tes 
his object of sociological study rules out the nonmeaningful, even when things 
like demographic change and floods have social effects (Weber 1978: 7-8). 

5. As with Geertz's discussion of Bali, I am not concerned here with the par­
ticular empirical status of Anderson's account of Java. It can be argued, for ex­
ample, that Javanese concepts of power are inseparable from the effects of long 
domination by the Dutch. Even if this is the case, however, such concepts are 
persuasive and effective, in part by virtue of their logical_ and causal character­
istics. Thus it might be instructive to compare a very different approach to a 
similar phenomenon, Bourdieu's ([1979] 1984: 54-55) explanation of "aesthet­
icization" in contemporary France. In emphasizing the aesthetic over the prac­
tical value of possessions, the aesthete demonstrates an easy distance from t~e 
press of necessity. The power of this display is strengthened by the fact that it 
remains implicit-like the signs of Javanese power, it is imputed to the person's 
innate character, not to any intention to signify. 

6. In making the distinction between natural and non-natural meaning, Grice 
aims to create a programmatic definition of linguistic meaning, grounded in the 
intentions of individual speakers as they interact with others. By citing him here, 
I do not mean to endorse this project. On the contrary, much of what I have to 
say here about the material and mediated character of s_ig~s runs counter to_ it. 
I do, however, find the distinction useful for the more hm1ted task of showing 
one dimension of how people often understand signs to function. 

7. Compare Durkheim's (1915: 380) assertion that ritual represen~atio~s 
must be kept analytically distinct from action. Any belief that representative rit­
ual acts on the world is simply a reflection of its real action, which is on the 
emotions and the mind (Durkheim 1915: 375). Its apparent powers are a pro-
jection from the individual's own experience of the power of society. . , 

8. Compare Peirce's assertion that a person's "thoughts are what he 1s say­
ing to himself,' that is, is saying to that other self that is just coming into_ life in 
the flow of time" (5.421). Simil.arly, according to Mead, "The 'I' of this _m~­
ment is present in the 'me' of the next moment" (1934: 174). This seem~, mc1-
dentally, to be part of Ricoeur's argument about the model of the text, :-'h1ch h~s 
influenced the anthropological effort to read cultures as texts. According to_ R1-
coeur (1971: 538), experience is only knowable when it is transformed mto 
something like a text. . . 

9. "The individual is not a self in the reflexive sense unless he 1s an ob1ect to 

himself" (Mead 1934: 142), which according to Mead is only made possible 
by language. For the linguistics of the argument that selves and others are mu­
tually constructed in dialogue, by virtue of the capacity of speakers to take 
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turns using the first- and second-person pronouns, see Benveniste [1958] 1971a 
(see also Urban 1989). Compare Volosinov ([1930] 1973: 86), for whom the 
word is "the product of the reciprocal relationship between speaker and lis­
tener, addresser and addressee . ... I give myself verbal shape from another's 
point of view, ultimately, from the point of view of the community to which I be­
long .... A word is territory shared by both addresser and addressee" (empha­
sis in original). 

10. The role of language in organizing experience has, of course, been fa­
mili_ar since the Romantics, taking classic form in the linguistic anthropology of 
Ben1amm Lee Whorf and Edward Sapir. Foucault (e.g., [1969] 1972: 47-48) 
draws on similar theoretical foundations to emphasize the close relationship 
between the constitutive effects of language and the workings of power. My in­
terest here is in showing the role of typification in the phenomenology of inter­
action, in order to counter the individualistic tendencies found in many phe­
n?menological approaches. For instance, even though Schutz ([1932] 1967: 119) 
gives language a crucial role, he leaves its social implications undeveloped, per­
haps because his own view of language places so much weight on the intentions 
of (individual) speakers. Compare this to Peirce, who says what makes some­
thing like the "act of giving" real conduct and not momentary happenstance is 
the fact that it is knowable because it is a general type, mediated by signs, and 
~h~s takes t?e form of knowledge that can guide our actions (1.175-176; 1.475); 
It 1s somethmg that could happen again. For a discussion of "typification" as an 
objectifying moment in speakers' partial awareness of their own linguistic prac­
tices, see Errington 1988; Hanks 1993. 

11 .. Reference to ancestral authority can be quite explicit. It resembles per­
formative speech, words that accomplish what J. L. Austin ([1955] 1975) calls 
"illocutionary" acts by virtue of being said ("I hereby do thee wed"). Like 
explicitly performative speech, Anakalangese ritual action is often at once illo­
cutionary (a form of action) and propositional (a kind of statement): it does 
things (such as create relationships between clans) in part-but only in part-by 
saying what ancestral type of action it is carrying out (see chaps. 5 and 6). As 
~mile Benveniste ([1963] 1971b) points out, even when language is "acting," it 
is also describing things. To say "I hereby do thee wed" effectively is not only to 
carry out an action, it is also, in the process, to make a true statement. Reflec­
tion on action, in this example, is put to the service of action. It does so by 
invoking a recognizable form, to say that "what is going on right now is an in­
stance of a type of action" (namely, wedding). That speech acts in both illocu­
tionary and propositional ways is an important component of the more general 
problem of representation. 

12. The fact that strongly iconic signs-photographs, for example-appear 
forcefully to impress upon us their innate resemblance to their objects can be 
misleading. Resemblance requires recognition, some construction or selection: 
"for any two objects in nature resemble each other .... [I]t is only with refer­
ence to our senses and needs that one resemblance counts for more than the 
other" (Peirce 1.365). For some implications of this underdetermined quality 
for the meaningfulness of material objects, see chapter 3. 

13. I stress here that what counts as an existential connection depends on 
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particular ontologies. Thus, for example, part of the theological defense of Chris­
tian icons against the iconoclasts was that the pictures were produced through 
causal effects emanating from the divine beings whom they portrayed. They 
were not simply the products of the intentional acts of painters (Belting 1994: 
149-155). 

14. Indexes have been of particular interest to linguists because of the role 
they play at the intersection of linguistic structure and the context of use. Thus 
the first-person pronoun refers to the person who utters it, and it is coordinated 
with the "here" and "now" of the moment of speaking (Benveniste [1958] 
1971a). Because indexes can "direct the attention to their objects by blind com­
pulsion" (Peirce 2.306), they are also of interest to sociolinguists. Such is the 
forcefulness of indexicality that conventions of politeness commonly avoid it 
(Errington 1988: 222-223 ): see chapter 4. 

15. The particular shape that the sense of risk will take depends in part 
on socioeconomic background and in part on cosmological assumptions about 
what is possible. Thus people in Anakalang, as in other societies that practice 
divination and auspices, are likely to seek explanations for events that an Amer­
ican might attribute to accident. As a result, the Anakalangese sense of risk and 
slippage will differ from the American intuition, as characterized by Goffman 
(1974: 35): "Given our belief that the world can be totally perceived in terms 
of either natural events or guided doings and that every event can be comfort­
ably lodged in one or the other category, it becomes apparent that a means 
must be at hand to deal with slippage and looseness. The cultural notions of 
muffing and fortuitousness serve in this way, enabling the citizenry to come to 
terms with events that would otherwise be an embarrassment to its system of 
analysis." 

16. This problem of authorship and authority is the subject of the discus­
sions of "monologism" and "heteroglossia" by Volosinov ([1930) 1973) and 
Bakhtin (1981). I return to this in detail in chapters 4, 5, and 6. 

CHAPTER 2: GEOGRAPHY, HISTORY, AND SOCIALITY 

1. Thus, as Mauss says, speaking of Australia, the "exchange of things is at 
the same time the exchange of pledges of peace" ([1925) 1990: 86 n. 9). Simi­
larly, Leach (1954: 153) associates the feud with debt, saying, "to the Kachin 
way of thinking co-operation and hostility are not very different," and de Jos­
selin de Jong ( 1952: 179) speaks o'f the '"hostile friendship' characteristic of 
phratry dualism" in Sumatra. As Sahlins (1972: 182) observes, Mauss "trans­
poses the classic alternatives of war and trade from the periphery to the very 
center of social life, and from the occasional episode to the continuous pres­
ence .... All the exchanges, that is to say, must bear in their material design 
some political burden of reconciliation." 

2. The name "Anakalang," like many similar toponyms, refers both to a 
single village and, by synecdoche, to an entire region, whose people identify 
themselves as speakers of "the language of Anakalang" (na hilu Anakalang ). 
Given the decentralized nature of precolonial Sumbanese societies, the structure 
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and boundaries of the "domain" or "landscape" (Dutch landschap) created 
perennial difficulties for the colonial administration (Couvreur 1914· G , roen-
eveld 1931; Nooteboom 1940; Riekerk 1934; Waitz 1933). Even today admin-
istrative units may be in flux. In the 1980s, Anakalang was part of a multidialect 
district (kecamatan) called Katikutana, which incorporates the formerly dis­
tinct domains of Anakalang, Mamboru, Lawonda, and Umbu Ratu Nggai but 
by 1993, there was talk of redistricting. ' 

3. In 1986, the recorded population density of the wider Anakalang region 
(pop. 23,866) was about 33 persons per square kilometer (Kantor Statistik 
1987). Access to resources varies dramatically across the island. In east Sumba 
it appears that a small noble class controls most of the productive land and 
herds (Metzner 1977). In Lawonda, Anakalang's closest neighbor to the north, 
it has been estimated that about 10 percent of the population does not own 
enough land to be fully self-sustaining, but nearly everyone has access to some 
land through pawning or dependency relations (Ve! 1987: 18). Land claims 
usually become a problem only in the case of wet rice fields, which are in far 
shorter supply than garden and pasture land and whose crop is important to 
ceremonial life. West of Anakalang, land pressure is greater, the distribution 
of wealth appears to be somewhat more even, and competition over resources is 
more vigorous (Kuipers 1990). 

4. Hoskins (1993a: 211) estimates that in west Sumba two or three times as 
many buffalo are slaughtered in feasts as are sold for export. 

5. Civil service is an exception. Since it endows the employee with an hon­
orific title and the presumptive patronage of the state, it resembles long-term 
reciprocity more than the closure effected by wage labor. The most important 
sources of cash in Anakalang are the salaries of civil servants, of whom the vast 
majority are schoolteachers. According to statistics kept in desa offices, in the 
mid-1980s, one or two particularly favored desa reported a number of civil ser­
vants equivalent to 24 percent of households. Most desa, however, are closer to 

the figure of 5 percent. The number of people holding occupations such as 
craftsman and trader is nugatory. In 1987, the monthly salary of an elementary 
schoolteacher, the most common civil service position, began at about Rp 
20,000 to 40,000 (about US $12-$24), supplemented with a rice allotment. 
Local civil servants cannot live off of their salaries alone, but also work the 
land. 

6. Of course, the moral high ground claimed by critics of modernity should 
be kept in perspective. The contrasts have different values depending on one's 
point of view: for unmarried men and women, the market ts often liberating. 
Exempt from many of the demands of propriety and social obligation, located 
on interstitial terrain, the market provides treasured opportunities for flirtation. 

7. In east Sumba, the horse trade may have had even deeper consequences. 
A handful of leaders on the east coast seem to have maintained loose ties with 
Dutch and Arab traders, enough to provide them with sources of gold, silk, 
ivory, and the occasional cannon. It is likely that the rank system characteristic 
of east Sumba was greatly strengthened by control over these sources of wealth. 

8. Thus Hoskins, for instance, says that certain ritual offices in Kodi are 
shaped by the effort to adapt to foreign rule (1993b: 138) and "appropriate an 
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incompletely understood external power" (1993b: 124; see Fox 1982). Evi­
dence for a similar incorporation can be found in Anakalang. For example, one 
expression for high ritual office, hagula-hangaji, probably derives from titles, 
themselves apparently of Javanese origin, in the Bimanese sultanate that once 
claimed authority over Sumba. Nonetheless, Dutch and Indonesian interven­
tions were dramatically more forceful than the largely titular assertions of Bima 
(and perhaps Majapahit before that) and less readily assimilated through repre­
sentational practice alone. 

9. The vast bulk of colonial sources on Sumba concerns, or was produced 
by, Christian missions. Much of the work of the most prolific writers was eth­
nographic (see references in the bibilography to Lambooy, Onvlee, Wielenga, 
and the visiting missionary-ethnographer Kruyt). A rich source of mission doc­
uments is van den End 1987; a good history, stressing the Catholic mission, is 
Haripranata 1984. For Christianity in Indonesia more generally, see Kipp and 
Rodgers 1987, which includes a discussion of missionization in west Sumba 
(Hoskins 1987). 

10. In the 1920s and 1930s, nationalist sentiments were apparently restricted 
to a few government clerks in town (Militaire memories 1931-1933: 39). Ret­
rospective efforts to find links to the national narrative are largely confined to 
the raj a family, one member of which is said to have been killed during the Rev­
olution while at school in Java. In terms of this narrative, however, the advan­
tage provided to these leading families by their greater access to the national 
arena is offset by the strong personal interest they held in the continuation of 
Dutch rule. 

11. The formal duties of desa heads, whose territory usually covers the 
land of several kal;iisu (which in turn often cross desa lines), include overseeing 
the collection of census figures, reporting changes in residence, registering cattle 
sales, carrying out small government-mandated work projects, such as fencing 
gardens, and transmitting information from higher authorities. Desa heads are 
also supposed to deal with most law and order matters, which is one area in 
which the boundaries between governmental and nongovernmental authority 
and agency become unclear. They try to stay out of disputes over exchanges and 
land rights, matters better left to kal;iisu elders and ritual experts (Ve! 1994). 
For the conflict between adat and dinas, see Spyer 1996, Warren 1992. 

12. One of the most direct means by which the state is able to influence and 
pressure people, once they are beyond school age, is through the civil service. 
Civil servants are exposed to the rationalized forms of the office and organiza­
tional hierarchy, to civic rituals and to regular indoctrination and training pro­
grams. They are also subject to sanctions by which the state seeks to enforce its 
policies concerning religion (such as adherence to a legally recognized religion), 
culture (such as the speaking of formal Indonesian), and ethics (such as under­
going civil marriages). 

13. The kal;iisu has been described as a corporate unilineal descent group 
(Forth 1981; Mitchell 1981; Onvlee [1969] 1973d). The word ka/?isu also 
means "(interior) corner," as in a house or the crook of an arm (Onvlee 1984). 
The figure of the house corner brings out the mutual dependency among ka­
l;iisu: there is no corner without a house and, therefore, without other corners. 
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~his figure is very common in the Austronesian world: the Malay and Indone­
sian word suku, now commonly used to refer to ethnic groups, also means "one 
qua~ter" or "leg of an animal" (de Josselin de Jong 1952: 66-71), comparable 
for instance, to Belau's "four cornerpost" chief~ !Parmentier 1987: 111-112)'. 
<?n mutual depe?dence among clans and the critical role of ritualized interac­
t10n, compare this observation from an island not far from Sumba: "If the clan 
were to be defined by its chief activity, the clan in Kedang would have to b 
called a bride-wealth exchanging group" (Barnes 1974: 238). e 

14. The identification of physical dwelling with social unity is common es­
pecially in "house societies" (Carsten and Hugh-Jones 1995). There has been 
much discussion of the symbolic dimensions of house structure in eastern In­
donesia (see, for example, Cunningham 1964; Ellen 1986; Forth 1981: 23-43; 
see also Fox 1993). For Anakalangese houses and the discourses surrounding 
them, see Keane 1995a. 

15. For a discussion of tombs in Kodi, see Hoskins 1986. Anakalangese 
tombs are shown in Rodgers 1985, Rouffaer 1934, and the frontispiece of Wie­
lenga 1932. 

16. Similar patterns of relations between ritual centers and branch villages 
are common in eastern Indonesia; compare the accounts given in McKinnon 
1991, Schulte Nordholt [1966] 1971, and Traube 1986. 

17. Female bloodlines are given more emphasis in western Sumba, where 
clan allegiances conflict with a more strongly individualistic ethos. In Kodi, un­
like Anakalang, bloodlines form named but covert lineages with distinctive iden­
tities (Hoskins 1990; van Wouden [1935] 1968). 

18. Sumba has a remarkably low birthrate, which some people in Anaka­
lang attribute to the "heat" generated by high marriage payments. In the 1950s, 
a birthrate of three-quarters to one percent was reported, and attributed to the 
late age of marriage, a result of high marriage payments (Sastrodihardjo 1957: 
27). This gives a certain demographic urgency to the cosmologically loaded 
debt that kal;iisu are expected to feel toward their yera. 

19. East Sumba, including Anakalang, is a locus classicus of asymmetric al­
liance and generalized exchange (Levi-Strauss [1949] 1969: 70, 462). I cannot 
do justice here to the long debates to which these systems have given rise (for In­
donesia, see Barraud 1979; Beatty 1992; de Josselin de Jong 1952; Lewis 1988; 
Singarimbun 1975; and the essays in Fox 1980). On the importance of the 
range of alternatives at play within "an asymmetric marriage system," see Barnes 
1980, McKinnon 1991, and the discussion below in chapter 6. 

20. Every kal;iisu is divided into a number of named houses. Houses are con­
ceived of as descending from brothers, are identified with specific house sites in 
the Great Village, usually possess certain ritual prerogatives, and often give rise 
to their own offshoot villages. Whether the relevant unit in an exchange is the 
kal;iisu or the house is highly variable, depending on a host of factors such as 
population size, political factionalism, and exchange history. The more a house 
begins to act as an independent agent, however, the more like a kabisu it is be­
coming. At risk of some simplification, in this book I will always .refer to the 
relevant agent in exchanges as "kal;iisu." 

21. Discussing rituals in Kodi, Hoskins (1990) says "female" priests are 
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gender ambiguous. From a different angle, however, we can see this as an effect 
of the transformations at work in representational practice, a contrast between 
physical and social males at one plane and enactments of a more abstract "fe­
maleness" at another. At least in Anakalang, no one confuses or conflates the 
two planes, for example, having the ratu marry a man. Note that? although rep­
resentation remains the work of men (see Ardener 1975; Yanag1sako and Col­
lier 1987· see also Butler 1990; but cf. Ortner and Whitehead 1981), the fact that 
prestigio~s activities are carried out by (some) males does not in ~tself make 
them "male" games. For one thing, not all men hold the same stakes m these ac­
tivities. Moreover, as will become apparent in subsequent chapters, the nature of 
Anakalangese representations raises fundamental problems for identifying the 
character of the "agents" behind them. 

22. Ngaba wini (literally, "the side or direction of the seed") is a general 
term for the group that has received a wife. Yera is the reciprocal collective 
term but can also refer more specifically to a wife's brother, for which the spe­
cific ~eciprocal, sister's husband, is layewa. The mutual relation between affines 
is "being as yera and layewa to one another" (payera palayewangu). 

23. According to statistics from desa offices in the mid-1980s, about 20 per­
cent of households owned at least one buffalo, with a desa-wide average of 
1.52 to 2.67 buffalo per household (this pattern resembles that of the colonial 
period; see Versluys 1941 ). The average wet rice field holdings ran from 0.9 to 
2.9 hectares per household. It takes 500 buffalo-hours and 100 man-hours to 
trample one hectare (Metzner 1977: 9). Such figures give at least a sense of the 
degree to which people find themselves in mutual economic dependence. For 
detailed discussion of economic relations and work networks, see Ve! 1991, 
1994. 

24. The word ata in parts of west Sumba means "person" (tau in Anaka­
lang). In Anakalang, a nonsl~ve dependent is called "person in the house" (tau 
ta uma). Anakalangese distinguished among several kinds of slave. A "brought 
slave" (ata ngidi) entered the household in the company of a new bride, and 
was closely identified with the bride's status, in contrast to the unmarked class 
of slaves born within the household. A more problematic category was the pur­
chased slave (ata pahi ). Anakalangese accounts of the latter tend to be confus­
ing. One reason that purchased slaves were dubious was probably their desta­
bilizing effects on the definition of nobility, since wealthy commoners could buy 
them. 

25. It is unlikely Anakalang ever had a large number of slaves, and the dis­
cussion of noble and slave status that follows should be taken to apply to that 
particular configuration. Specific attributions of rank are difficult to sort .~ut ~n 
Anakalang; even the titles Ubu (Lord) and Rabu (Lady) reserved for nob1hty m 
east Sumba are, in contemporary Anakalang, politely used for nearly every?ne. 
This reflects Anakalang's position midway between the highly rank-consc10us 
domains of east Sumba and the less hierarchical west. Of a sample taken in the 
western domain of Weyewa, Kuipers (1990: 30) reports 22 percent noble, 67 
percent commoner, 9 percent slave. By contrast,. Forth's figures (1981: 426).for 
the eastern domain of Rindi (where rank pertams to clans, not persons) yield 
approximately 7 percent noble, 27 percent commoner, and 66 percent slave. Of 
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Lawonda, Anakalang's neighbor, Vel (1994: 100) estimates that fewer than 10 
percent of the population was of noble rank in the 1980s but believes the figure 
to have been slightly higher in previous generations. The relative lack of domi­
nation by nobles in western Sumba was often remarked during the colonial 
period (e.g., Versluys 1941: 436-437). It seems likely that rank differences be­
came more pronounced in Anakalang after the Dutch created the "kingship" 
which encouraged nobles to adopt a number of east Sumbanese rank marke~s 
and prerogatives. A reverse trend began with the introduction of national dis­
courses since independence, which, although never very influential in Anaka­
lang, disparage overt displays of rank as "feudal" (lndo. feodal). 

CHAPTER 3: THINGS OF VALUE 

1. Bahan na parangu waitf,a, na pakayi waitf,a. It is suggestive that in this 
context, Ubu Bura uses one Indonesian word, bahan (material, substance) in 
place of the likely Anakalangese equivalents, dati (material media for a ritual 
act), ngawu (things, objects), or f?ada (possessions, especially exchange items 
and cattle)-as if to stress the modernity of the particular distinction between 
material and speech. The root wai indicates instrumentality, as in "What do 
you say that's used for?" (Ga waingu wimi ya?); "That machete's for cutting 
wood" (Katopu nai papogu waingu aiya). 

2. A common reason men give for taking more than one wife is to increase 
the household's workforce, and women can be referred to ritually as "ladlers of 
rice." The close association between work and the meaning of female gender is 
revealed in people's attitudes toward male transvestites, "false females" (kahala 
bai). They dress and move like women, perform their dances, socialize with 
them, but, most important, do women's work. People usually speak of trans­
vestites in reference to their appetite for work and not, for example, in terms of 
their own or others' sexual desire. Anakalang reflects the general claim that a 
deemphasis of sexuality is associated with the lack of strong concerns with fe­
male purity and pollution, or of suspicion or hostility between men and women 
(Ortner and Whitehead 1981). 

3. The workings of the state in recent years call for some minor qualifica­
tions to this account. Since women have relatively equal access at least to the 
lower rungs of the civil service, they enter identical working situations with 
men. Some women seem to have taken advantage of the relative financial inde­
pendence that allows them to remain unmarried. Some state-sponsored organi­
zations, however, notably the desa women's association (PKK), tend to assume 
a middle-class model of women as primarily housewives (Warren 1992: 239). In 
Anakalang, however, organizations like the PKK are largely inactive, and em­
ployment reaches only a small elite. 

4. As elsewhere in Southeast Asia, for Anakalangese the combination of 
bet~! pepper and areca nut is a common metaphor for courtship and sexuality, 
which seems to me to be contained within the more abstract model I propose 
here. It is perhaps significant that both ritual symbolism and ordinary conven­
tions overlook the existence of the lime, portraying the betel quid as composed 
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essentially of only two elements. For example, when a host hands a guest a _dish 
of betel, it must include both betel pepper and areca. But often the guest, if he 
or she wants to chew, must then ask for lime. 

5. Form is crucial to the act of recognition. Anakalangese pay a great deal of 
attention to the manner by which tokens of hospitality are distributed. Like for­
mal distributions of betel, rice and meat are served to each man and _woman of 
a group on an identical plate, heaped with s~rupulously equal ~ort10~s. Thus 
people speak derogatorily of the two altern~tive styles of collective eat!~~ cur­
rently available. One is to share out of a smgle pot or platt~r, to eat m the 
manner of Roja" (Florinese Muslims) (parojangu). The other is to serve a buf­
fet. The latter is associated with high civil servants and contexts _marked f~r 
their modernity; hence it is to eat "national style" _(Indo. cara na~:ona~) or, _m 
reference to the story that it was introduced by President Sukarno, pres1dent1al 
style" (Indo. cara presiden). What these styles have in common is that guests 
are not directly acknowledged by the host: the food is simply there for_t~em to 
take. More important, because the size of the portion is left for each rec1p1ent to 
determine, it forces the guests to expose the degree of their desire. As a result, 
people can take affront even at being received with the buffet. Several people 
told me that they are always hungry afterward, since they wouldn't dare be seen 
taking enough to satisfy themselves. . . . . . 

6. As across Southeast Asia, rice in Anakalang is exphc1tly associat~d with 
women. It originated in the body of the eponymous ancestress, Rab~ Pan (Lady 
Rice), young girls play a prominent part in planting and harvest ntes, and the 
planting of seedlings is done by groups of women. . 

7. Ve! (1994: 208) estimates that less than 10 percent of_th_e nee.harvested 
in Lawonda is sold, and unless that money is quickly used, 1t is sub1ect to the 
same expectations of easy sharing as rice (1994: 54-55, 70). 

8. The expression, as used by Appadurai (1986; cf. Bohann_an 1955 ).'refers 
to the exchange situations within which objects circulate, wh1c~ ~ay. mclude 
cross-cultural contexts in which shared standards of value are quite limited. For 
an analysis of the political role of "traditional" cattle wealth in _an African econ­
omy of constant labor migration and dependence on cash remittances, see Fer­
guson 1985. 

9. Among the alternatives is theft (kec;lu), and several local fo~tunes ar~ sup­
posed to have had an initial boost from the sort of c~ttle _rustlmg that is ex­
pected of restless young men. Less unilateral transact10ns 1~clud~ h~gu ( bor­
rowing with interest) and gac;li (pawning). For a comparable s1tuat10n m Flores, 
see Barnes and Barnes 1989. . . 

10. Symbolic analysis of material objects usually emphasizes their phy~1c~l 
properties. Thus, for example, Weiner (1976, 198~) argues that the mtrms1c 
properties of certain objects give rise to similar i:iea?mgs acros_s cultur~s. Strath­
ern (1981), in criticizing her, points out that ob1ect1ve prope~t1es re~mre ~~ltur.: 
ally specific interpretations. In Peirce's terms, such pr~per~1es _or quahs1gns 
bear only incomplete semiotic potential. Note here an.1mph~at10~ for. t~e con­
cept of "use" as well. The particular utili~ of an ~b1ect 1s not .mscnbed m its ma­
terial properties. To the extent that any given ob1ect has a wide range of poten-
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tial uses, the concept of "use value" points to the way in which things have a 
"structural openness to new contexts" (Keenan 1993: 160). 

11. Chains, from one to several feet long, are of copper (lo!u amahu), silver 
(~alaku lolungu), and ~old (kanatar). Other metal valuables are horn-shaped 
laba, crescent tabelu, circular wula, sproutlike lac;lu, flat twisted maraga and 
scalloped lumps called madaka, and the omega-shaped mamuli (see illustra­
tions in Rodgers 1985). The best-quality mamuli, and sometimes maraga ta­
belu, and wula, can be worn as a sort of brooch by male or female dancer~ on 
ceremonial occasions. Even more rarely, various gold valuables may be worn by 
ratus during important rituals (see fig. 3). In fact, however, most "ornaments" 
are not used as such in Anakalang, but serve only to circulate, to be buried with 
the dead, to be manipulated in ritual, or to be hidden away as the inalienable 
"ancestral portion" (see chapter 8). 

12. T~e mamuli can be either plain (lobu) or decorated (karagat); see pho­
tographs m Keane 1988. In some parts of Sumba, people identify their omega 
shape with female genitalia (Forth 1981: 360). But the most elaborate "those 
with feet" (ma pawisi), sport detailed figures on the base representing such things 
as roosters, cockatoos, horsemen, buffalo, and headhunting skull trees which 
are conventional symbols of male greatness and bravado. In parts of east' Sumba 
(Onvlee [1949] 1977: 154) and in Laboya to the west (Geirnaert-Martin 1992a: 
238), decorated mamuli are considered to be male, undecorated ones female. In 
Onvlee's ([1949] 1977) structuralist logic, the gender of valuables is a function 
of their position relative to other valuables rather than of any inherent semiotic 
characteristics. Thus valuables form a series of recursive oppositions in such a 
way that the gender marking of the object can be reversed at the next level of 
generality. One virtue of this approach is that it recognizes that in specific con­
texts Sumbanese are able to treat valuables as gendered, even if these particular 
treatments do not add up analytically to form a single, overarching iconological 
system. 

13. The actual fashioning of ornaments in the past was probably in the 
hands of itinerant smiths from the nearby islands of Roti and Sawu, some of 
whom, in the Dutch period, even came through Anakalang to take orders. In a 
sense, gold, silver, and ivory valuables do originate in the past, since at least the 
coins that served as raw materials most likely came to the east and north coasts 
of Sumba in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in exchange for horses and 
slaves (Rodgers 1985). That the gold and silver that went into metal valuables 
ultimately derive from the sale of humans may influence their historical mean­
ing, but today few people in Anakalang seem to be aware of this origin. 

14. A related story concerns Ubu Sebu, Ubu Riri, and Ubu Kawolu, the 
t~ree brothers from whom most of Anakalang's kal;lisu descend. At first they 
hved under the trees, because they had no tools with which to construct houses. 
One day, when they set out to hunt, their dog refused to go after the game. In­
stead it began to dig at a hill (with the same name as the cave mentioned 
above). For three days the dog worked at that hill. Unable to get it to stop, they 
asked for lightning from their mother's brother (who, recall, is their source of 
life's blood as well as a conventional recipient of metal goods), with which they 
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split open that mountain. Inside they found all the iron things that make civi­
lized living possible, such as machetes, gongs, and gold valuables, and the cele­
brations they held while raising the first house initiated ritual. 

15. Many observers of eastern Indonesia postulate an iconic association be­
tween the durability and hardness of spears, swords, and metal valuables and 
the enduring qualities to which the male links of clanship aspire (Adams 1980: 
220· Traube 1986: 76-77). In contrast, argues McKinnon (1991), both cloth 
and' bracelets have enveloping female qualities, the former also marked by its 
relative fragility. Although these interpretations are quite plausible, t~~ir appar­
ent naturalness must be weighed against other evidence for the qualities locally 
attributed to genders. In Anakalang, for example, conceptually in_herent _ties of 
blood pass only through women and are more enduring t~an c!an ties, which a_re 
vulnerable to disruption by political schism and other h1stoncal events. A dif­
ferent interpretation of the iconic qualities of metal is offered by Forth (1981: 
126-127), who suggests that its radiance links it to divinity. J_ladiance also seems 
to be foregrounded in Anakalangese rituals in which inalienable metal valu­
ables are polished with coconut oil, and in a ratu's remark to me that he used a 
gold valuable to light his way during a cave rite. . 

16. Two basic cloths enter exchange, the rectangular cloth (regt) worn by 
men and the tubular sarong (rabi or lawu) worn by women. In most cases either 
kind is suitable for exchange, althovgh when even numbers are given, it is usu­
ally as pairs of regi and rabi. The men's headcloth (rowa), not normally used in 
exchange, sometimes plays a role in ancestral rituals. In the 1990s, the wear­
ing of "modern" or "national" skirts and trousers was marked enoug? .to be 
termed "foreign clothing" (kalabi jiawa) and was largely confined to c1V1l ser­
vants and students. 

17. Impermanence has been emphasized in several interpretations of textiles 
in other societies. For example, an interpretation of the cloth woven by Tamang 
women in Nepal finds it especially suited for representing their social identities, 
which are likewise "always in danger of becoming frayed" and need to be re­
woven in each generation (March 1983: 737). A similar, iconic, ~ink to ~ortal­
ity is found in Kodi, where the smell of indigo is said to be associated with that 
of rotting flesh (Hoskins 1989). 

18. One common approach to cloth has been through iconography, for which 
there is a rich literature on Sumbanese cloth (Adams 1969, 1980; Geirnaert­
Martin 1989 1992a; Hoskins 1989). The self-evident iconographic richness of 
at least some,of the cloth used in Anakalang, however, forms a striking contrast 
to the lack of an iconological discourse. Moreover, some of the most prized 
cloth there, pagilung, is plain white, with a geometrically twined border .. Per­
haps Anakalangese are less inclined than people _ac~ustoi:ied to Weste:n p1ct_o­
rial traditions to approach textiles as surfaces withm which are contamed ~is­
crete elements holding autonomous meanings. In both words and physical 
handling, Anakalangese usually treat textiles as unitary objects, to be under­
stood in reference to larger actions. 

19. Cotton and indigo grow on the coast but are easily transported inla~d. 
Some Anakalangese attribute the local absence of weaving to "laziness"-which 
is often a covert assertion of aristocratic status. According to Geirnaert-Martm 
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(1992a: 108), people in Laboya say that the weaving of ikatted (but not pl · 
b .d d I h . . am or em ro1 ere ) c ot 1s restricted to either extreme of the island whe · 

h . . , re it pre-
vents t e underground rtvers from flowmg out to sea If it were done J h 

· e sew ere t~e flow of w~ter.throughout the island would be interrupted. The closest analo~ 
g1es to weavmg m Anakalang are the plaiting of baskets and mats d b 

d h . . , one y women, an t e twmmg of string, done by men. 

. A20. kBu
1
ffalo are ~erhaps even more central to ceremonial life in Kodi than 

m na a ang, despite the fact that they are rarely used in agriculture th 
(Hoskins 1993b: 207). ere 

21. The very existence of the procession presupposes a serious excha 
A · I d · nge. 

mma s u~ er a certam value should not be accompanied by gongs, and the 
smallest ammals should be discreetly conveyed in the dark and quiet after sun­
?own. These matters can give rise to tensions between two groups. For example, 
m one case, a group of yera was reluctant to release the bride to live with her 
husband, because ngaba wini, bemg able to give only a few of the animals the 
owed, had not brought their gongs. Had they returned to their village with brid~ 
but no gongs, this would have implied to all within earshot that the bride's 
ka~isu had not valued he: but had given her up cheaply. This was resolved by a 
se~arate _e~c?ange by which yera loaned them their own gongs-which put the 
ngaba wm1 mto further debt, since it would take another exchange to return 
them. 

. 22. The killing of buffalo in Anakalang is much less competitive and expen­
sive than the dramatic slaughters found in much of the rest of west Sumba 
(Geirnaert-Martin 1992a; Hoskins 1993a; Onvlee [1952J 1980) and some other 
Southeast Asian societies (e.g., Beatty 1992; Volkman 1985), but even the small­
est funeral should climax with the public killing and butchering of at least one 
buffalo. The largest funeral I saw, for the burial of one of the widows of raja 
Umbu Sappy Pateduk and mother of the first regent of West Sumba, dispatched 
fifteen buffalo, to which should be added the dozen or so animals killed during 
the wake. Some Anakalangese claim that even this large a scale only began dur­
mg the Japanese occupation, when people decided to gain status from their an­
imals rather than lose them to the occupiers for nothing. In contemporary Ana­
kalang, most ancestral rituals demand the sacrifice of only chickens. When 
larger animals are called for, pigs are far more common than buffalo. 

23. In her analysis of Kodinese buffalo slaughter and men's identification 
with their animals, Hoskins (1993a) focuses on the display of youthful vio­
lence, to argue that sacrifice dramatizes struggles between junior and senior 
men. My own analytical approach is influenced in part by the relatively lesser 
role of buffalo slaughter in Anakalang. A good description of chicken entrail 
and pig liver divination in Weyewa, with diagrams, is given in Kuipers 1990: 
100-107. 

24. Anakalangese love meat, but none but the wealthiest civil servants ever 
eat meat that was not butchered for a feast or ceremony, something that struck 
the author of one of the first written accounts of the island (Kruseman 1836: 
66). For the problems raised for Christians by the social and ritual role of meat, 
see Keane 1996. 

25. Buffalo horns are perhaps the most overt conventional symbols among 
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the valuables we have considered. As icons of masculinity, the display of horns 
is echoed in everyday talk. The prized stone monoliths to which only a few ka­
~isu can claim rights are "stone horns." But as icons, even horns are underde­
termined: they are not only long, sharp, and potentially dangerous, they also 
come in pairs. It is this property that comes to the fore in the terms for the two 
wooden posts (identified as a male and female pair) called "house horns" that 
top off the peaked roof and for "horn partners," ritually matched but struc­
turally identical houses (sec Keane 1990: 97-100). 

26. Pig measures range from one "carried under the arm" (pahalili) by a 
single man and on up by even numbers to an "eightsome" (pawalungu), which 
is borne in a bamboo cage on the shoulders of eight men. Horses fall into rough 
categories of age and gender, such as (literally) "young male horse" (ana jara 
moni) or the mature "female horse" (jara ~ai). 

27. The most conventional measures for buffalo horns are as follows: 

Term and literal translation 

ana karabau (young buffalo) 
hakawilu (one candlenut) 
<luada kawilu (two candlenuts) 
hadoduk (one pointing) 
hahokal (one hollow) 
hatal,ialu (one slap) 
hamangaduku (one nodding over) 
hakaraja rewa (one bracelet place) 
madid1 gadung (ivory bracelet sits) 
hakabihu (one fullness) 
tanga <lua<la (worth two) 
ta loku (at the furrow) 
bera dolu (splits armlet) 
poh1 wira (wipe snot) 
tanga patu (worth four) 
tanga lima (worth five) 
hadapa (one arm span) 

Horn extends to 

(has no horn) 
first joint of index finger 
second joint of index finger 
knuckle of forefinger 
beginning of thumb 
middle of palm 
base of palm (where hand flaps) 
wrist 
mid-forearm 
fat part of forearm 
twice wrist-length 
ms1de crook of arm 
lower part of bicep 
mid-bicep 
shoulder (four wrist-length) 
middle of chest (five wrist-length) 
anything larger than tanga lima 

28. There are also markets in cloth and metal, a trade into which Anaka­
langese usually enter only as buyers. Probably most cloth in circulation comes 
from exchanges, otherwise the large volume of cloth transacted during a mar­
riage negotiation would create a huge expense. One man told me that, besides 
at least seventeen cloths contributed by his supporters, he had drawn on the fol­
lowing reserves of his own household: two cloths woven by a ka~isu sister who 
had married into a weaving district, one he had received several years earlier for 
overseeing another marriage negotiation, one given him by his brother three 
years earlier, and another he had received for supporting another marriage ex­
change three years earlier. In addition, as a civil servant, he had also been able 
to buy several cloths ranging in price from Rp 45,000 to Rp 15,000, totaling 
Rp 110,000 (at 1993 rates, about US $53), the price of a small buffalo or a 

large pig. 
29. Some idea of the weight of exchange is shown by the market values for 

animals in 1987. At the ume, the monthly starting salary of a schoolteacher was 
Rp 20,000 to 40,000 (about US $12-24). A steer with a horn length of "one 
finger" (about eight to ten months old) could bring Rp 60,000 to 100,000, a 
full arm-length ten-year-old, Rp 275,000 to 350,000 (lighter females bringing 
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less). A mature stallion coul~ bring up to Rp 100,000, a mature mare Rp 60,000 
to 75,000. The market for pigs was much less clear-cut, but some prices I heard 
ran from Rp 15,000 for a "two-man" (one-year-old) to over Rp 250,000 for 
the largest. 

30. Tanga is a cover or top to something and is also used (as in the buffal 
measures above) to indicate an equivalent measure or value The lidi is the 1. 

0 

. . . .. . . ~or 
edge of the dish. One mterpretat1on I was able to elicit was that, in contrast to 
baskets, which have lids, the offering dish is completed by its own lip, rather 
than by a separate piece, and so is self-contained. Ordinarily, the offering dish 
is a small woven dish with raised edges, although store-bought plates can also 
be used. 

31. What is binding is less the actual object itself than its placement in the 
offering di.sh. ~t least, no effort is made to preserve the object as a visible sign 
of the obligation: most metal valuables are not individuated, and if coins or 
paper money are used in this role, they simply pass right back into circulation. 

32. Nothing other than words can link metal or cloth with the cattle or 
pig that is standing outside the house or that is not yet in hand, or the gift with 
either intention or recipient. Beatty (1992: 141), speaking of exchange in Nias, 
notes "the perhaps obvious point that the objects of exchange are in nearly 
every case the same: pigs. Only the names of the prestations are different." The 
names are likely to be metapragmatic, that is, speaking of the actions they per­
form. This is implicit in Leach's (1954: 147) observation that the "titles" of 
Kachin fines specify both the problem in question and its resolution. In Anaka­
lang, people commonly use the name of the prestation to refer to the action. For 
example, negotiating Ubu Dongu's son's marriage, his yera gave two pigs called 
"pig that is fostered" and "pursue the body," which implies that the couple had 
already slept together. At this, Ubu Dongu exploded in rage: "(He's) trying to 
ruin me! ... It's as if the meat has already been taken from the shelf, as if the 
rice has already been scooped from the pot, when he 'foster pigs' my child, when 
he 'pursues the body,' when he 'bears' it 'on the lap."' His rage concerns the 
way in which the gift impugns the good name of his household. 

33. The risk that gifts will not be reciprocated is a widespread feature of ex­
change, but, as Weiner (1992) argues, it can operate in tandem with a second 
risk as well, that one will be forced to give what one wishes to hold on to (sec 
chapter 8). On the consequences of these two risks for social identity, in a soci­
ety of New Ireland, see Foster 1993. 

34. Ubu Laiya's logic is not idiosyncratic. It mirrors, for example, one con­
ventional way of disposing of a baby's navel cord. The parents should not in­
tentionally throw it away. They store it until the child is old enough to play, 
then wrap it in cloth and give it to the child to use as a ball. In this way, it just 
becomes lost. 

CHAPTER 4: LOADED TERMS 

1. My main interest here is in the register shift. For some other implications 
of using the Indonesian language in an Anakalangcse context, see Keane in press. 

2. I refer to "ritual speech" throughout. As Kuipers (1990: 58) points out, 
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the expression "ritual language" is somewhat misleading in the Sumbanese 
case, as it does not comprise a distinct lexicon and does not derive historically 
from a different language. For an introduction to ritual speech as a regional fea­
ture of eastern Indonesia, see the essays in Fox 1988; for comparable traditions 
in western Indonesia, see Bowen 1991; Metcalf 1989. The importance of ritual 
speech in Sumba was recognized early (Onvlee 1925; Wielenga 1909); the most 
thorough treatment to date is Kuipers's study of Weyewa (1990); see also Ka pita 
1979, 1987 for Kambera. I discuss some effects of the changing historical con­
text for ritual speech in Keane 1995a. 

3. Lola is to cut in strips. In reduplicated form, Iola-Iola, it is to divide up a 
garden, marking out its major divisions before planting. One ritual speaker ex­
plained Iola Ii panewi to me as meaning 'to straighten out the talk, to say it has 
to be this way and that way.' Teda, the term mentioned above, means "ar­
ranged in close order" (as of rice fields). For pata (which I gloss here as "cus­
tomary"), see chapter 7. 

4. Other metalinguistic terms distinguish between phonological and prag­
matic dimensions of language. They include Ii (word, intentional sound), pulu 
(the sound of a voice), tiki (to enunciate, pronounce), and peka (inform, tell, 
communicate). In the context of ritual, to "speak mistakenly" (kajala panewi) 
is to use an inappropriate couplet, to "utter mistakenly" (kajala tiki) is to mis­
pronounce something. Li can refer to words or to the sound produced by a bird 
or gong. Pulu is restricted to the human voice. Metonymically it refers to speech 
more broadly: one might say of an imminent decision from an important man 
"we await his utterance" (tenginya puluna). Nominalized (pulungu) it can refer 
to the illocutionary force of an utterance. 

5. Among the named genres of speech that I have heard are papalang (con­
veyance speech in exchange), kajiala (negotiation speech), wara (challenge be­
fore war or directed at outsiders arriving at village), hau ma mati (women's 
keening songs), lo(iu (male song for female dancers, with female chorus), yaiwo 
(male song for male dancers), taungu Ii (oratory performed along with either 
lo(fu or yaiwo), pawururungu and payoyelang (ritual chants), palaikung (of­
fering speech made before prayer), nyaba (prayer), ka/;Jetahu rau nyau (coconut 
leaf divination), and uratu (spear divination). For Weyewan ritual speech genres, 
see Kuipers 1990: 58. 

6. Some women, however, are said to be the real brains behind their hus­
bands' command of ritual speech. One important leader told me that he some­
times sends his wife, who is herself remarkably assertive and self-confident, to 
oversee certain minor ritualized negotiations. Women are also considered to be 
the most appropriate performers of certain genres of song, especially keening 
over the dead and some work chanties, in which the focus is on direct emotional 
engagement of the listeners (see Kuipers 1986). 

7. I know of only one clear case of invention. Sometime in the 1980s, Ubu 
Laiya, a skillful but at times perilously brazen speaker, expanded on a familiar 
reference to hospitality, "quickly scoop water, quickly cook rice" (wai geha 
lingi, auhu geha mami) by interpolating the lines "like thermos water, like (a 
newly introduced strain of) short rice" (ta wai termosu, ta auhu pari padak). 
Criticizing him, people said this sort of hubris is just what you would expect 
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of someone as shamelessly aggressive as Ubu Laiya. As I explain below, how­
ever, although people faulted Ubu Laiya for too obvious an innovation he was 
was in fact extrapolating from a legitimate principle that allows the sp~aker to 
lengthen the line. 

8 .. Compare c_;ossen's (1974: 412) observation that in Mayan ritual speech 
the higher the register of speech, the greater the number of potential referents for 
given terms, and Errington's (1988: 191) finding that lexemes in "higher" speech 
styles of Javanese have multiple equivalents compared to those in "lower" 
styles-in these cases, the higher the register, the greater the semantic or refer­
ential ambiguity (see also Dixon 1971). 

. 9. See Ma.nnh~im (1986) for a version of this argument in Quechua. Analy­
sis of parallelism 10 search of cultural patterns need not be restricted to the lex­
icon. For exa~ple, Urban (1~91) argues that grammatical parallelism in myth 
texts may consistently favor either agent or patient, revealing fundamental, but 
unconscious, cultural assumptions about agency. 

10. B~uman (.19.77) argues that we should not assume a priori that poetic 
language 1s a deviation from a prior or more fundamental literal means of ex­
pressi~n. In accepting this argument, I appeal to linguistic ideology as a means 
of g~tt10g at a loc~lly shared, and public, understanding of what is or is not fig­
urative. The dom10ant Anakalangese treatment of ritual speech is as a highly 
marked form of language. Thus, in east Sumba, the figures of ritual speech are 
spoken of as "disguised reference" (hangindingu ngara; alternatively, perhaps 
translatable as "screened-off name") (Adams 1974: 331; Forth 1988: 135). 
. 11.. It is also true, however, that when people in Anakalang refer to a couplet 
10 ord10ary speech, they often say only the first line. This suggests that they may 
see the couplet as composed out of two conceptually (but not, as I have noted 
prosodically) independent lines, a common feature of Malay and Indonesia~ 
poetics (see Sweeney 1987: 130). Forth (1988: 315) reports that people in Rindi 
say one line is primary, the other a secondary comment on it (see Mannheim 
1986). In Anakalang, the asymmetry seems to be rather weak but to the extent 
it holds, couplets would seem to have some structural resembl~nce to similes in 
which a figure is compared to a ground that is taken to be already given. ' 

12. When I went over excerpts from three ritual speech genres with a man 
twenty-seven years old who, although a fluent native speaker of Anakalangese, 
had spent the last seven years of his education away from Sumba, he was unable 
to identify a significant number of words: oration-text of 111 lexemes (157 
word tokens), 23 unknown; prayer-145 lexemes, 20 unknown, 16 known but 
not found in everyday speech; negotiation-110 lexemes, 11 unknown. 
. 13. Compare use of different dialects of Rotinese (Fox 1974), of neighbor-
10g.languages in Berawan (Metcalf 1989), and of Spanish in Mayan couplets 
(Bricker 1974). On the appropriation of Sanskrit and Old Javanese to form an 
elevated register in Bali, see Zurbuchen 1987: 16. 

14. Deictics are indexical elements of language that "specify the identity or 
placement in space or time of individuated objects relative to the participants in 
a verbal interaction" (Hanks 1990: 5). In contrast to such words as "dog" and 
"cat," the differences between "here" and "there," "this" and "that," "now" 
and "then," require some reference to the actual circumstances in which they 
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are spoken. Hence the infinite deferral embedded in my landlord's ambiguous 
undated note, posted day after day on the front door: "The elevator will be fixed 
tomorrow." Tomorrow (relative to now) is always another day. For a founda­
tional discussion of the importance of pronouns as indexical components of 
language, see Benveniste 1971a. 

15. Limited reference to context is a common characteristic important to 
the authority of ritual speech (Du Bois 1986). Different genres of Sumbanese 
ritual speech vary in how much indexicality they permit (Kuipers 1990; see 
Forth 1988: 130). Negotiation speech is syntactically more rooted in context 
than speech directed at spirits, some of which presents couplets in minimal forms, 
without any affixing at all. This imparts to them a sense of strangeness, a certain 
incantatory abruptness, and syntactic ambiguity (for instance, it is affixing that 
most clearly distinguishes substantive from verbal functions). In addition to 
creating a sense of detachment from the here and now, the muting of indexical­
ity is also a common way to show deference to the listeners. High Javanese, for 
example, uses fewer demonstrative pronouns than lower styles (Errington 1988: 
210), for indexicals, as Peirce puts it, may produce the feeling of "forcibly in­
truding upon the mind" (cited in Errington 1988: 249). 

CHAPTER 5: TEXT, CONTEXT, AND DISPLACEMENT 

1. Imperatives and requests are especially likely to appear nested in quota­
tions, as if to separate the speaker from their force. It thereby creates a sense of 
temporal displacement: the imperative is portrayed as something that has al­
ready been uttered (Bakhtin 1981: 294, 331). The speaker thus is not directly 
present at the critical moment and her or his agency is not directly involved, 
blunting that part of the interaction in which one person's desires impinge most 
directly on another (Brown and Levinson 1978; Du Bois 1986; Sherzer 1983: 
210). This reflects the fact that at the core of many ritual texts lie verbs of giv­
ing, injunctions to receive, requests for things to be given, and the names of 
donors and recipients, and of course performance itself can be an exchange 
valuable: in Anakalang, the term "reciprocation" (pztaku) can refer to either 
verbal or material exchanges. Indirection therefore also helps mute the indexi­
cal force and the danger of pragmatic misdirection, such as misconstrual of the 
nature of the act or misidentification of the agent. Similarly, as Errington (1988: 
192) points out, the etiquette of Javanese speech styles bears especially carefully 
on acts of exchange. 

2. The shift in key that I have described creates sound patterns whose 
authority is inseparable from their aesthetics. Orations may be proclaimed in 
stentorian tones or in soft, mournful cadences. A forceful delivery displays the 
vigorous and self-confident spirit of the speaker, a more modest delivery can ex­
press deference to the listener-or accent the speaker's own refinement (see figs. 
11 and 12). Rising and falling speech is considered emotionally affecting. It is 
panarungu, the empathy-producmg quality also possessed by the rising and fall­
ing volume of mortuary gongs. Sometimes the speaker may even break into 
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weeping-w~en the singer quotes the speech, he too will 
o~e or~tor give a series of speeches in an almost inaudibl the~ Weep. I Watched 
p aza, ecause, he later told me, he was ashamed t f e Voice, his back to the 
knowledge and_ "".e.alth was so much greater than hiso o~~e the ancestors whose 
. 3. The poss1b1hty that a given event will be w 1 . . 
issue when dealing with spirits w1"th wh rong y typified is espec1· II 

h bl . ' om commun· · . a y at 
w a~ pr~ emat1c. Thus, for instance, when the villa icat1on is always some-
coolmg ntual after a fire, they staged the kataga a ge~ of Prai ~akuJ held a 
?1en. Since the same dance can be used in rites t~ ~ e7u erant dance by armed 
~ng or~tory stated explicitly that this was not intende~c Qe ~ar, t~e accompany-

ave , eledn u~e~ w.hen declaring war, the orators said. "Iu~tm~ l,mes that would 
cause, on t twme and hammer.,,, ' on t begm and give 

4. The reverse can also be the case that 
J d ' context can d . coup et enotes. For instance "he of the d h etermme what th 

h d . ' re eyes s e f h b e 
w en use m negotiation refers to gold exchan e ~alu ~I t e 1.ushing chest,,, 
notes ,;~e marapu that they represent. In orationgevents a" es but m worship de­
cover is an offering made to the singer b b' Sawu betel, fashioned 
f, I . Y an orator ut · . . 
. orma request for an mterruption in the proceedin s 'C m negot1at1on it is a 
iects may be referred to by different couplets gd." onversely, the same ob-

"f h 1 , accor mg to c T are at er sun ute, mother moon flute" . . . ontext. hus gongs 
singing lap drum" in processions. m maior ntuals but "asking voice lute, 

5. _The following passages are from recorded erf 
defective couplets and other errors Spe k . p . ormances, containing a few 

· a ers m gomg 0 . 
correct these, but I have left the text h '. ver transcnpts, usually 
h ere as 1t was spok Th . 

ere was performed by Ubu Pada Bui· ~ f k b' en. e ya1wo oration 
1986. I ora o a. isu Makatakeri in August 

6. Although some lines are missing includin th . 
speech, I have chosen this for its brev1'ty' d b g e. first lme of the offering 
f · · an ecause 1t ha fl · f 

o its own, Its purpose to close a night of oratio . s re ex1ve unctions 
song from the plaza and stowing them . h h ns, takmg up the words of the 

f h m t e ouse Thes f, part o t e annual rites called "D h . e per ormances were 
D escent to t e Marapu c ,, · p 

ecember 1986. I recorded them in th 'll f D ave m arewatana, 
by Ubu Kana Dapa Namung (Paror e v; ;ge_ o eru. The offering speech was 
Longgi Wana, kal;>isu Makawawu. u) o al;>1su Awanang, the prayers by Uhu 

7. This refers to the host spirit . h ·11 
awai_ts the offering on the mat alo~n tw~t~I :ge wh~re the event takes place-it 
makmg the offering speech The s ? . t. e pra~mg raru who faces the man 
ratu and will pass it on in .turn. x~~~ 7ce1ves this message from the praying 
gender, but when couplets e r . 1 a angese pronouns are not marked for 
female (e.g., "mother" and ~fa~~~r~)~efer to gender, they usually pair male with 

8. A synecdoche for "m th f h ,, h . 
of the ritual's sponsor. add o er-hat er, .t at is, the speaker, who, on behalf 

, resses t e praymg r t h · senior ratu of th ·11 H . a u, w o m turn represents the 
order to pass it ael v1 age. h e is_ s?oken to as the one who receives this speech in 

ong to t e spmts. 
9 · This form of address h · h · h . . . 

diate recipient f th ft . ' w IC is somew at mnmate, 1s used for the imme-
o e 0 ermg, the most recently deceased ancestor of the ratu , 
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presumably his father, who will pass the message on to more distant ancestors. 
Unlike earlier ancestors, this spirit is in close physical proximity to the speaker. 
As another ratu put it, 'My father hears everything I say in the house.' 

10. Epithets for the addressee, the spirit who guards the house in the host 
village into which the words are to be lifted. 

11. Christians can be addressed by their baptismal name-but even this is 
still subject to some further operation, such as abbreviation (e.g., Kristof be­
comes Risto). That even the full Christian name is still a form of displacement 
is suggested by the fact that people often refer to the Christian name as either 
one's "foreign name" (ngara jiawa) or "school name" (ngara sekola). 

12. Horse names are usually semantically transparent. Although some refer 
to physical characteristics of the horse itself ("White Eye"), they often allude to 
an event ("Breaks Off the Greater," referring to headhunting exploits), make 
boasts ("Puts Down Companions"), testify to social position ("Noble's Flank," 
who was owned by the raja's right-hand man), or even make an accusation 
("Only Me," referring to a neighbor's selfishness) all of which allude back to 
the horse's owner. 

13. That the association between hierarchy and representation may under­
lie the use of metaphor as well is suggested by one person's comment to me that 
in east Sumba, where rank is a serious matter, marriage negotiators will prom­
ise you one hundred head of cattle but only give you one. By contrast, the more 
vulgar west Sumbanese say just what they will give-as if literalism were a func­
tion of commonness. 

14. The "good name" is usually taken from a recent ancestor, such as a 
great-grandparent. The naming procedure suggests that the ancestor in question 
actually selects the name. Evidence from similar procedures in Rindi (Forth 
1981: 144-148) and Laboya (Geirnaert-Martin 1992a: 65-66) suggests that 
the relationship is not one of reincarnation but of patronage and protection. 

15. Putnam's classic example concerns the meaning of the word "gold." I 
do not have to know the chemical description of gold, nor must I be able to 
prove whether something is gold, to use the word, but some speaker of my lan­
guage must. My practical knowledge of the word depends on the expertise of 
others. This sort of difference is not restricted to scientific matters but reflects the 
fact that cultural knowledge is unevenly and hierarchically distributed. 

16. For the distinction between presupposing and entailing (or creative) in­
dexicality, see chapter 7. 

17. As Metcalf (1989: 28-34) points out, societies vary greatly in how 
much they insist on the formulaic (hence, iconic and iterable) character of ritual 
speech. Anakalang lies between the improvisitory individualism of the Berawan 
described by Metcalf and the exactitude demanded of Navaho ritual (Reichard 
1944). Reichard's (1944: 12) description of the latter makes apparent the rela­
tionship between iterability and danger: "there is the emotional pressure which 
ensues from the dictum that a single mistake not only renders the prayer void, 
but may bring upon the one praying the wrath instead of the blessing, of the be­
ings implored." In Bakhtinian terms, one might suggest that the more "mono­
logic" the speech genre, the greater the implicit danger. See below for an exam­
ple of this wrath in Anakalang. 

Notes to Pages 135-150 257 

18. The general phenomenon of "internal translation" (Becker 1979; Zur­
buchen 1987) is a significant feature of ritual or etiquette systems in many parts 
of Indonesia. For example, Javanese and Balinese ceremonial theater directly 
counterpose different languages, some characters paraphrasing in contempo­
rary everyday speech the archaic language of others (see Sherzer 1983 on simi­
lar effects in Central America). In these forms of internal translation, alternative 
forms of expression are both present within a single set of utterances. Copres­
ence, however, is not necessary for speakers to be aware of what is not be­
ing said. Java's famous "speech levels" work in part by self-conscious lexical 
substitution, which Errington (1988: 191) has analyzed in terms of avoidance 
of the "ordinary" word. For some of the implications of treating the relations 
among Javanese speech levels as translation, see Siegel 1986. 

CHAPTER 6: VOICES, AGENTS, AND INTERLOCUTORS 

1. In some very large kal;>isu, constituent houses form the basic negotiating 
units. This is one indication that the kal;>isu may be starting to fission, and the 
capacity to act independently in this way is another constitutive power of the 
representational practices of negotiation. As will become clear below, however, 
such houses must still act under an ancestral name ( ka9ehang) by which they are 
addressed in ritual speech. This makes it difficult for them to be recognized as 
acting independently of the full kal;>isu. For purposes of simplicity, I will speak 
here of "kal;>isu" as the groups that negotiate. 

2. One form of marriage by capture, "snatching in the field," is still prac­
ticed on occasion. On rare occasions it is a real kidnapping, but at least by the 
1980s it seems mostly to have been done by mutual agreement between bride 
and groom. It is a recognized, if risky, way of initiating negotiations when one 
or the other kal;>isu has resisted the marriage, to jump-start a negotiation that 
has stalled. 

3. Writing of "headhunting rituals" in Sulawesi that now make use of co­
conuts in place of heads, Kenneth George (1996: 60) remarks that we need not 
assume the coconut is merely a poor substitute for a prior and more real head. 
The palpable artifice may itself have value. 

4. An interesting comparison can be made to Maori formal encounters. Ac­
cording to Salmond (1975: 58), meetings between stranger groups have many of 
the characteristics of agonism and risk that I describe here. In contrast, meetings 
between "friendly groups and kinfolk" are marked by aroha (love, solidarity). 
In Anakalang, the rhetoric of solidarity works in tension with a pragmatic struc­
ture that suggests confrontation (see Beatty 1992: 236 on an analogous situation 
in Nias). Moreover, who counts as friendly is never fully given but requires con­
tinual practical reconstruction. For a useful comparison to the interplay of rep­
resented and implicit violence in poetic challenges in Yemen, see Caton 1990. 

5. For an example of l;>atang talk, see the quoted speech addressed to De­
dungara in the previous chapter, page 118. 

6. Whether the visiting party is yera or ngaba wini depends on the history of 
the two groups up to that point. Although the woman should reside with her 
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family until the negotiations reach a resolution, circumstances such as elope­
ment make it very common for the final meeting to occur at the village of wife­
takers. 

7. The mother-father does not go along in the first encounter, as when ka9isu 
N first brought betel to K. In part, this is evidently a matter of saving face, since 
outright rejection is most likely at this stage. The mother-father only goes along 
when there are women in the party and when they are permitted to enter the 
host's house. Thus the presence of mother-father indexes the full engagement of 
two collective social agents. Put another way, the existence of a mother-father, 
in any instance, is a potential that is only realized and fulfilled as a result of 
prior successful interactions. 

8. According to Joel Kuipers (pers. comm.), the less hierarchical parts of 
Weyewa do not emphasize the delegation of speech to nonprincipals. Nonethe­
less, as I argue later in this chapter, to the extent that they still speak in canoni­
cal couplets, Weyewans must be understood as delegating their voice to some de­
gree. In this, they are less egalitarian, for instance, than the Berawan of Borneo, 
in whose ritual speech "the speaker has no voice but his own" (Metcalf 1989: 
34). 

9. When responding to the shouted ka9ehang, malo (an allophone of the 
everyday welcome ma/a) is a high-pitched and drawn-out cry-in keeping with 
the idiom of distances overcome, this is said to be because the two parties are 
facing each other across a great space, like people calling from one ridge to an­
other, and is thus a pragmatic icon of the metaphor of social distance. The seri­
ous consequentiality of proper form applies even to this task. People say that 
if the respondent's cries do not match the intonation and length of the wunang 
to whom he replies, or if he cries out at the wrong time, or-worst of all-if he 
cries out the wrong name, he will fall sick or suffer some other misfortune. 

10. This trope, part of the pervasive imagining of formal encounters as styl­
ized warfare, is found in the very word ka9ehang, literally, a piece of wood used 
as a chopping block or a pillow, a foundation or underpinning (see Mitchell 
1981: 337; Forth 1988: 138). The most pertinent sense seems to be the first, 
which portrays the words received from the other wunang as blows received by 
the person who serves as ka9ehang. 

11. Ritual speakers avoid eye contact, usually gazing down at the mat just 
in front of them, or off to the side. As in Samoa (Duranti 1994: 78), this is 
probably in part to allow the speaker and listener to concentrate on what they 
are hearing. But it is also part of a more general embodiment of deference, what 
Bourdieu ([1972] 1977) (probably following Mauss) calls "bodily hexis." It is 
integrated with other forms of indirection such as the use of multiple interme­
diaries, the avoidance of "good names," the muting of indexicals, and the way 
suppliants may sit at the edge of the veranda facing away from their host. 

12. Ubu Laiya's insistence that he never studied ritual speech but that it just 
came to him is very typical of ritual speakers in East Nusa Tenggara, who are li­
able to attribute their skills to an ancestral source (Fox 1988: 13-14). More 
generally, it reflects the way in which practical know-how is often acquired, not 
through self-conscious activities of teaching and learning but by picking it up as 
a disposition (Bourdieu [1972] 1977; Lave and Wenger 1991). Another charac-
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teristic diagnostic of this kind of learning is one ratu's comment, when he was 
unable to remember certain details of his ka9isu history for me: 'Wait until the 
(ritual) gongs start playing, then it all comes out.' One can pick up the basic 
rhythms of the d~alogue fairly quickly. I have seen small children play at being 
wunang, one crymg out a ka9ehang, the other responding. 

13. Normally, the principals make an initial prestation, a machete or a 
cloth, at the time they first approach the wunang for help. On arriving for the 
first stage of negotiations, a gift of a small rooster and, for yera, a mamuli, and, 
for ngaba wini, money or a ring, invests the wunang with speaking authority. At 
the point when the exchanges have been settled, but the formal speech frame is 
still in place, the closing exchange is between wunang. Using valuables pro­
vided by their respective principals, yera's wunang gives a cloth to ngaba wini's 
wunang, who reciprocates with a horse. In contrast to all that has gone before, 
it is a direct exchange between donor and recipient, unmediated by others, a 
step back out of the frame of formality. It is also performed without negotia­
tion, as befits those who must themselves have no interests but speak only for 
others. 

14. As in all honorable gain, however, there is an important temporal di­
mension to the wunang's reciprocation. The immediate payment is relatively 
light, but the gratitude he gains stands to come in handy in the long run. Arna 
Delu claimed that when his daughter married, he did not even have to ask peo­
ple for help. As soon as they heard, people for whom he had served as wunang 
came from as far away as Lewa and Wanukaka to contribute: goods were sim­
ply attracted to him by dint of his personal powers. 

15. Recorded in Lai Bodi, May 1986. Wunang for Palajangu is Ubu Hami 
Leli Dima; for Pada Pari, Ubu Janga. 

16. The couplet in lines 4 and 6 refers to the passage of a wunang across the 
space that separates the two parties. It also resonates with a common couplet 
that denotes the act of speaking formally, figured as a dog that leaps, a horse 
that jumps (see lines 59 and 61 ). 

17. The couplets in lines 10-11 and 12-13 refer to two prestations as they 
are represented by tokens in the offering dish. Here the prestations formalize 
the invitation to eat. 

18. This passage refers to the formal act of receiving a guest by giving a 
meal. The "granary" (the house attic) and benches are synecdoches for the 
house. Line 16 is a defective couplet, missing the second line. 

19. An allusion to the process of making a spice from river shrimp, this 
rather obscure figure refers to the act of receiving and responding to a message. 
The speaker left out the couplet's second line. Note that the speaker has also re­
versed the order of lines 35 and 36. 

20. Wanukaka and Laboya are two ethnolinguistic domains southwest of 
Anakalang. The figures of trail, thorns, and rotten wood play on the common 
image of ritual procedures as following a narrow path laid down by the ances­
tors ("men of old") without deviating into the brush on either side. 

21. Like cattle that go astray: let these prestations not miss the mark or 
their purpose be misconstrued. 

22. These are count terms alluding to objects in the dishes. Spears and 
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machetes come in "sticks," the flat metal maraga (as well as cloth) in "sheets," 
and mamuli in "mates." 

23. Refers to the prestation made when ngaba wini first went to yera to 
bring the betel that opens negotiations. 

24. As I noted in chapter 1, in ordinary conversations certain default as­
sumptions about the relationships among voices, bodies, and agencies usually 
hold. But the formal character and language ideology of ritual speech work to 
disrupt such assumptions. This contributes to the sense of semiotic difficulty 
and social unease that pervades formal events. 

25. The constructed nature of the collective subject, and the way in which 
even an overactive mother-father can destabilize it, can be illustrated with an­
other incident. Guru Andreas, from kal;>isu B, was a teacher posted to a corner 
of Anakalang far from home. When his son decided to marry locally, Guru An­
dreas asked the local desa head, a man from kal;>isu L, to serve as mother-father 
for ngaba wini. When troubles arose during the negotiation, this desa head in­
tervened directly, raising hackles on both sides. As one member of the yera 
complained, 'Hey, we don't receive cattle from L but from B!' Had all gone 
smoothly, no one would ever have made this distinction. The desa head would 
have been accepted as a member of kal;>isu B, whose actions would have been 
those of a single, undivided agent. It was when things began to go badly that yera 
discovered that they faced a congeries of particular persons. This also shows the 
extent to which one party's agency depends on the willingness of another to at­
tribute responsibility to it. 

CHAPTER 7: FORMALITY AND THE ECONOMY 
OF SIGNS 

1. The problem is not only posed by the state. For a discussion of the com­
plex effort by Dutch missionaries to understand and disentangle what they saw 
as a mistaken conflation of spiritual and material, subject and object, words 
and things on the part of Sumbanese, see Keane 1996 and n.d. 

2. The less authoritative "pata of life" (pata moruku), for example, can in­
clude minor variations of style and custom such as the various techniques of 
planting rice in different ethnolinguistic domains in west Sumba. A rarer term, 
huri, perhaps borrowed from east Sumba, refers more narrowly to ancestral 
procedures. Ancestral rules are also sometimes identified with the dimly per­
ceived, vaguely personified spirit Nuku-Sara (Kapita 1976a: 81). Nuku is ap­
parently cognate with Indonesian hukum, "law," from Arabic, Sara with In­
donesian cara, "manner, style," versions of which are found in local ritual or 
institut10nal terminologies across eastern Indonesia. 

3. The word adat is of Arabic origin and its meanings were first formulated 
in the Malay-speaking world, apparently to distinguish non-Islamic from Is­
lamic practices. Thus even in its precolonial context, its role in defining a con­
trast internal to society implies the existence of an outsider's perspective on the 
discursive object to which it refers. It is therefore not surprising that the concept 
of adat was readily adopted and manipulated by colonial and postcolonial pow-
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ers, as a bolster for indirect rule, bulwark against Islam, and, most recently, "in­
vented tradition" (Abdullah 1972; Acciaioli 1985; Rodgers-Siregar 1981). Early 
Indonesian nationalism often saw adat as a barrier to modernity and its free­
doms. In contemporary Indonesia, the concept is ambivalent. On the one hand, 
both state and local societies seek in adat a source (albeit highly attenuated 
and reified) of primordial legitimacy. On the other hand, it also represents a 
hindrance to the rationalizing forces of development. In the process, adat in 
some parts of Indonesia has become increasingly about the display of a tradi­
tional order detached from surrounding events. In the latter sense, it is part of a 
semantic field that also includes "culture" (lndo. kebudyaan) and "tradition" 
(Indo. tradisi) (for a subtle discussion of this set of issues, see Pemberton 1994). 
On the reconfiguration of "culture" in contemporary Anakalang, see Keane 
1995a. 

4. Debates in Anakalang often concern rather arcane or technical questions, 
such as whether one prestation should come before or after another. Sometimes 
they concern the degree to which ritual speech is metaphorical or literal: one 
man told me how impressed he was that a group from east Sumba gave his 
kal;>isu an actual dog for a prestation called "the dog" that in Anakalang is usu­
ally a horse. As in Malagasy (Keenan 1975), debate can also be a way for one 
party to show its deference to the other: ngaba wini is more likely to be chal­
lenged and eventually to cede the point to yera than vice versa. But some differ­
ences are neither trivial nor matters of etiquette. For instance, during the long set 
of rituals to call back the spirit of a village that had burned, two ratus insisted 
on versions of the central rite that differed dramatically in their spatial orienta­
tion, physical performance, and speech. According to one, the ratus stand at the 
village gate, shred a chicken, and toss it outward in all directions while shout­
ing a ritual summons to the wild lands where the spirit had hidden. The other 
held that a gold mamuli should be lowered by stages from top to bottom of a 
vertical post in the center of the village, drawing the spirit back down from the 
sky, which is its origin place, to which it had fled. In this case, colleagues envi­
sioning entirely different ritual performances both supported their cases by ap­
peal to ancestral rules they would both say they share. 

5. In using the term "metapragmatics" to refer to talk about action in gen-
. era!, I am expanding somewhat on its original use, which is restricted to talk 

about the actions performed by language (as opposed, for example, to talk 
about syntax or semantics). This term occurs in trying to distinguish the various 
ways in which language relates to its contexts and has roots in the work of, 
among others, Bateson ((1955] 1972), Jakobson (1960), and Volosinov ((1930] 
1973). 

6. A similar insistence on inadequate knowledge, a widespread feature of an­
cestral ritual, plays an important part in Traube's (1986) account of the Mambai 
of Timor; for a millenarian version of the sense of depletion in Sulawesi, see 
Atkinson 1989. In addition to the features described here, disclaimers probably 
also have the effect of sustaining the shared assumption that an ideal order of 
pata exists, in the face of conflicting accounts, imperfect performances, and failed 
outcomes, by the same sort of self-justifying logic that Evans-Pritchard (1937) 
attributed to Azande magic. 
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7. When animals are killed, for example, the purpose must be enunciated in 
words, effectively announcing that the killing is not for nothing. The disclaimer 
has two aspects: the killing is situated within a larger ritual project, and it is 
compelled by the demands of ancestrally decreed formal action, not by the per­
sonal desires or intentions of the killers. If no prayers are spoken to frame the 
sacrifice, the animal dies startled (katatak), without any reason, and its dewa 
will run off into caves or trees, no one knows where. In this context, intentions 
are not personal purposes but rather that which links discrete actions to over­
arching and typifiable projects. The notion of creating and naming differences 
among otherwise indistinguishable items is reflected in the ritual epithet of the 
ratu who makes the offering speech, he "who tears the barkcloth, who appor­
tions out the beads." 

8. The importance of naming can be seen in its avoidance as well. For in­
stance, certain marriage prestations that are given as a unit consist of several 
distinct components, each of which has its own name. If ngaba wini feels its own 
prestation is inadequate, it may ask to give all the components together, "to­
gether with their leaves, together with their vines" without publicly distinguish­
ing the parts. A stubborn or hostile yera might try to force them to name the 
parts, shaming them into owing five buffalo instead of, say, five colts. 

9. For a discussion of the separation and reincorporation of brides in Rindi, 
see Forth 1981: 377-381. For marriage prestations in other Sumbanese do­
mains, see Geirnaert-Martin 1992a: 233-242; Hoskins 1993b: 21-22; Kapita 
1976a: 124-128; Onvlee 1973e: 81-101. Perhaps most similar to Anakalang is 
Wanukaka (Mitchell 1981: 296-327). For the implications of variable affilia­
tions see McKinnon 1991. 

10. Thus, at any given moment, people may hold conflicting interpretations 
of the present status of a couple. For instance, a groom often spends several 
years in bride service living with his wife's parents. This man's status hinges on 
whether his kal.>isu eventually completes the exchanges. But until they actually 
do so, it can never be entirely certain if they will. In the meantime, whether the 
man is undergoing bride service or has become a dependent may be only retro­
spectively determined. Conversely, parents may release a bride to her husband's 
household before they are willing to declare themselves satisfied with the ex­
changes thus far. The kal.>isu affiliation of this couple may also be subject to 
debate. 

11. Forth (1981: 390-394) argues that in Rindi (where rank is more promi­
nent, status rivalry apparently absent, and marriage exchange much less expen­
sive and contested than in Anakalang), completeness and expense tend to cor­
relate with the social distance between the two parties. Because standing affines 
can be relied on to continue to support each other, the marriage exchanges that 
renew their ties are likely to be low or incomplete. In contrast, new alliances, 
being less reliable, are likely to be more costly to initiate. Two factors, however, 
bring Rindi closer to the kind of causal logic I describe for Anakalang. Mar­
riages between poorer, lower-ranking, and smaller lineages--characteristics that, 
significantly, tend to covary-are less likely to form asymmetric (hence socially 
close) alliances (Forth 1981: 393 ), and asymmetric alliances among nobility 
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may be very expensive for prestige considerations In addi"t· h . . . · 10n, t e expense 
of h1gh-rankmg marnages means that much larger numbers of 1 · 

1 d A 1 l.k d . . peop e are m-
vo ve . s a resu t, 1 e ynastic marnages around the world h · . . , sue marriages 
have broad consequences for political and structural relations acr · ty 

S. A k 1 l'k h oss soc1e . 
12. mce na a ang, 1 e some ot er parts of Sumba (Mitchell 1981 · 46) 

has a low birthrate, kal,>isu may even have to worry about biological as ~ell a~ 
institutional reproduction. Several kal,>isu seem to have become extinct within 
the last century. This can be prevented by adrogation (a term used by McKinnon 
[1991] to describ.e a si~ilar procedure in Tani~?ar). A~ a?ult male is formally 
separated from his kal,>1su by exchanges called 1ackfrmt pith, citrus section " a 
~e.~aphor for identical units that. are easily separated. In contrast to "marri~ge­
m, the man loses no status. This 1s one example of how even the physical re­
production of the kal.>isu is a function of its ability to engage in ritual speech 
and exchange. 

13. The contingency on wealth of claims to rank is a familiar feature of ex­
change and feasting systems such as those in Nias (Beatty 1992) and highland 
Burma (Leach 1954). Within the limits of this book, my concern is less with the 
strategic maneuvers such claims involve than with the implications for how the 
interwoven meanings of wealth and rank articulate with the challenges inherent 
to formal interaction. 

14. Upwardly mobile men can, at least to an extent, translate wealth into 
rank in the following generation by using high marriage payments to obtain 
brides of rank. If the difference in rank is too obvious, the extremely high pay­
ment that ruptures relations, mentioned above, may result, but the children will 
still be considered of higher rank than their father. Not surprisingly, such strate­
gies are viewed with suspicion by more respectable folk; as in Kodi (Hoskins 
1993b: 22), an upstart man is said to "wash himself off with gold." 

15. Since at any given point people are often enmeshed in multiple exchanges, 
goods can disperse very quickly. For example, kal,>isu D received six horses and 
three buffalo from their ngaba wini. One buffalo went immediately to the bride's 
mother's brother, as was his due, two horses and two buffalo to her father's par­
allel cousin, who had directed the negotiation and made the greatest contribu­
tion of cloth and pigs. Two horses were given to members of the group who had 
pressing obligations to their own yera. These were handed over within a week. 
Three horses went to pay an outstanding marriage debt arising from marriage 
negotiation a few months earlier. They were sent over to the yera in question the 
very day they were received, without formality, since D considered them to be 
out of their hands right from the start, "fallen stem, broken base," that is, al­
ready committed. One horse I was able to trace passed through three exchanges 
over the course of a single week. 

16. The bond between memory and material things is itself a highly valued 
form of regard, as suggested by the fact that to "remember" (namu) is also to 
"be concerned with someone," which Anakalangese often gloss as "love" (lndo. 
cinta). Both are commonly manifested in material forms: as one man told me, 'I 
know my mother loves me because when I come to visit, she sets aside food for 
me, even if I've shown up empty-handed.' 
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17. For the distinction between "presupposing" and "entailing," or "cre­
ative," indexicality, see Silverstein 1976, 1993. In language, the use of presup­
posing indexicals builds on shared assumptions between speaker and hearer in 
which the referent has already been established: to say "that chair" assumes 
that the particular chair being referred to has already been made clear earlier in 
the conversation or by some other feature of the context. Entailing (or "cre­
ative") indexicals make explicit and reframe or transform a reading of the cir­
cumstances in which they occur. A familiar example is the switch between tu 
and vous in French, which can redefine the degree of intimacy and respect be­
tween speakers. 

CHAPTER 8: SUBJECTS AND THE VICISSITUDES 
OF OBJECTS 

1. The use of male "grandfather" (boku) is probably short for the more for­
mal dual-gendered "ancient grandfather, ancient grandmother" (boku 4ai, apu 
<f.ai ). The pronouns (<f.una, -na) referring to the gold object are ambiguous for 
both gender and the animate/inanimate distinction. By calling it a "thing" (and 
switching into the modernity-coded register of Indonesian to do so) suggests he 
thinks of it as inanimate, but the term I translate below as "guy" (oda) usually 
refers to a person. 

2. Cognates of the word dewa are found throughout the Indonesian archi­
pelago, ultimately derived from Sanskrit, though presumably in most cases, as in 
Sumba, by way of some intermediate languages. Onvlee ([1957] 1973b: 211 ff.; 
1984: 331) proposes that in translating the Bible into Kambera, ndewa be used 
for psyche and occasionally for pneuma. People seem to vary greatly in how 
they think of dewa, something that is surely exacerbated by differing assump­
tions on the part of Christians and non-Christians. 

3. Dewa is not restricted to humans but may be attributed to solitary large 
trees, outstanding rocks, or other individual features of the landscape, or to vil­
lages, cattle, and other wild or domestic animals. Inalienable valuables manifest 
the dewa of the ancestral village, the "dewa of the village land, ura of the river 
mouth." Altars in the gardens receive offerings for the "work dewa, digging 
dewa," which assures that labor there will have productive results. Like English 
"spirit," dewa bears connotations of the nonphysical essence of something. For 
example, a person, upon meeting another and being able to offer only betel 
without the necessary areca, might use the word dewa either to denote the miss­
ing object, saying "chew its dewa" (mama na dewana) or agent, "let your dewa 
chew" (mama na dewamu). 

4. There are several terms associated with dewa, but few Anakalangese seem 
confident about the distinctions among them. As Forth (1981: 77) rightly ob­
serves speaking of the Rindi cognate, "ndewa ... is probably the most elusive 
term in the eastern Sumbanese metaphysical vocabulary." In Anakalangese 
ritual speech, dewa is most commonly paired with ura: vein, nerve, lines of the 
palm or sole, that is, marks by which personal fate is divined, and by meton­
ymy, fate itself. Some people say the closely related term hamangu, like its cog-
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nates in many other Indonesian languages, refers to the mortal parts of a 
identified with the breath (hangahu), in contrast to dewa that is immor~=~sond 
has no particular loc_ation in the body. Associa~ed with hamangu (see F:r~h 
1981: 439 n. 3; Hoskms 1987; Onvlee 1984: 59) is the word hamawu (literall 
"a shadow"), and one person told me it is_ the shadow of the dewa (on spirr; 
and shadow in Laboya, see Geirnaert-Martm 1992a: 59-70). Both seem to em­
phasize ways in which persons are composed of distinct, potentially separable 
components. It is the hamangu that registers the effects of being startled and 
that can be lost if one is thrown by a horse, suffers a sudden attack, falls from a 
tree, or undergoes a shaming experience. 

5. A thriving house has a number of dewa, including those located at altars 
by the front door, the front pillar, and the back of the front room. The various 
dewa in the house are a continual presence that serves as the addressee for 
prayers and ritual song and, as people reminded me from time to time, an im­
portant audience for all other activities in the house as well (Keane 1995a). 
They not only mediate between effort and outcome but also provide a constant 
other to whom the living present themselves. 

6. The power of prestations to detach and move the dewa is institutionalized 
in several forms. For example, after a senior man has directed an enterprise like 
a marriage negotiation or a tomb dragging, his main beneficiaries should give 
him a cloth lest his dewa remain behind in the house where the work took 
place. When ratu Kadi fainted during the ritual, one cause turned out to be that 
his predecessor's dewa had never been escorted home after his last ritual per­
formance in that same house. 

7. Anakalangese men and women are very sensitive to embarrassment. One 
woman who is normally very self-confident and assertive told me she always 
feels embarrassed (makaya) when walking into the church for services. This 
may reflect the peculiar nature of that gathering, which along with the market­
place is one of the only sites at which large numbers of unrelated people gather 
without any structured way of according one another recognition, even to the 
extent of sharing a betel pouch. 

8. Certain possessions have strong metonymic links to persons. Among these 
are a man's or woman's betel pouch (Forth 1981: 74; Geirnaert-Martin 1992b) 
and a man's headcloth (Keller 1992). As the most common instrument of ev­
eryday sociality, the betel pouch seems to embody the boundary and mutual 
dependence between persons. The headcloth is wrapped across the forehead, 
where some people locate one's spirit. One ratu whom I knew well was famous 
for having been brought back to life, after a fatal childhood illness, by his father 
striking him with his headcloth. As Onvlee ((1952] 1980: 196) puts it, "A per­
son recognizes that his possessions have a spiritual underpinning to which his 
entire existence is bound. Possessions do not exist on their own, nor can they be 
detached from their underpinning; a person's conduct is related to his posses­
sions." The relationship may work both ways. In Rindi, for example, Forth 
( 1981: 439 n. 5) reports that some people told him that "without the soul of the 
'possessor' the object would not exist or assume its present form." It is interest­
ing that the statement Forth mentions apparently arose out of someone's at­
tempt to link a word for soul (hamangu) to that for "possessor" (mangu). This 



266 Notes to Pages 207-211 

suggests that for this person what requires explanation is the existence of a re­
lationship between possessor and possessed. 

9. To a lesser extent, the reverse is also the case. In funerals, for example, the 
amount of cloth in which the corpse is wrapped for burial should strike a bal­
ance between rank and actual wealth. When ratu Gani died, although he was a 
noble, and in theory could have been buried in twelve layers of cloth, his corpse 
took only eight. People told me this was because his survivors were not rich. 
Had they indulged in excess, they would be in danger of falling into deeper 
poverty later. One of the ways in which objectification works is that in later 
generations people may be more likely to remember actual amounts of cloth 
than abstract assertions of rank. 

10. The extent to which people consider the objects to be identical to, met­
onyms of, or representatives of ancestors may be undecidable. Many Anaka­
langese told me that ancestral valuables are the bodies of the ancestors, some 
suggesting the ancestors were actually transformed into gold. In other contexts, 
especially when countering Christian accusations of idolatry, some people insist 
that valuables are merely a meeting place, a mat of honor, a horse for, a reminder 
of, or a symbol for the ancestors (see Keane 1996). The missionary Lambooy 
(1930: 281) reported that, although Tanggoe Marapoe was usually identified 
for foreigners as the Marapu itself, "sometimes I asked of a Sumbanese, 'is that 
now really the Marapoe.' Then he looks at me indignantly, for that was not the 
Marapoe, only the Tanggoe Marapoe, the possession of the Marapoe. 'But 
what is the "Marapoe" then?' 'We ourselves do not know the Marapoe, who is 
for us concealed."' Lambooy thus concluded that the object is "the medium for 
coming into contact with the Marapoe." According to Kapita (1976a: 90), in 
east Sumba "this gold becomes, as it were, a replacement for the figure who has 
been worshipped, that is why this gold is considered as the Marapu itself." For 
the complexity of this problem, see Forth 1981: 94-97; Hoskins 1993b: 119-128. 

11. The majority of ancestral valuables are gold ornaments, physically iden­
tical to the best of those that circulate in exchange, and old Chinese or Viet­
namese trade porcelain. But all sorts of things become ancestral valuables, such 
as knives, pieces of cloth, even a child's marble. Many kal;>isu hold named ritual 
implements such as drums, gongs, and spears. Kal;>isu Hawu claims the tools 
used to smelt the first metal valuables. Unique items of which I have heard are 
a miniature metal boat and small gold representations of a bridle, a sea turtle, a 
spinning top, a rooster, and a pig. One kal;>isu possesses several small stones, 
said to have been born of women. Three kal;>isu in Anakalang and two in Pare­
watana, whose ancestors control lightning, hold a distinct class of valuables 
called "lightning stones." These are collections of smooth stones so dangerous 
they cannot remain in a human dwelling but are kept in their own houses or in 
caves outside the village. As is apparent, no single physical or formal character­
istic unifies ancestral valuables other than that they be small enough to secret 
within the house and thus are potentially mobile. 

12. In the 1980s, the two most important rituals in Anakalang, both in­
volving multiple kal;>isu, were Lai Tarung's biannual Descent to the Ratu Valley 
and l)eru's annual Descent to the Marapu Cave (for details, see Keane 1990). 
The rites are complex and last several weeks, but the culminating, though hid-
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den, moment in both includes the bathing of valuables. In addition to th 
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calendrical rites, I also witnesse se.vera. ntua s (me uding the one described 
below) that responded to more specific Circumstances, such as burned houses 
lightning strikes, and illness. All of these culminated in the bathing of valuables'. 

13. Weiner (1992: 40) argues that inalienable possessions make possible the 
accumulation of distinguishing marks and the monopolization of control over 
them that can lead to a centralization of power. Parmentier portrays objects in 
Belau as media by which the hierarchical structure of society is simultaneously 
reproduced as unvarying, while also gaining value from "cumulative weight 
of layered events" (1987: 15)-so that they serve both as signs of history and 
signs in history (1987: 11; see Hoskins 1993b: 118-141; Tambiah 1984: 263). 
One political effect in Anakalang is simultaneously to establish a hierarchy 
among settlements within the kal;>isu and a relative equality and autonomy 
among kal;>isu. Like early Christian relics, being highly localized permits a hier­
archy of places in sacred and social geography (Brown 1981: 86). As will be­
come apparent, Anakalangese valuables also resemble early Christian relics in 
maintaining a productive tension between proximity and distance. In all these 
cases, the materiality of the medium is important, to the extent that it permits 
accumulation, persistence over time, and localization. For a qualification of this 
point, however, see below. 

14. As proofs of past events, ancestral valuables share a function with more 
ordinary objects in Anakalang. This can be seen in several stories in which one 
kabisu's ancestor tricks another one out of his rightful land. First the trickster se­
cre~ly buries some objects on the land. Then he challenges the original owner's 
claim and, on revealing the hidden objects as proof, wins his case. That people 
feel a strong link between objects and narrative is shown by one incident I wit­
nessed. At the funeral of Pak Yos, who had settled away from the village, a de­
bate broke out over whether to place the tomb in front of the house or away 
from it, next to the road. The clinching argument came from one of his sons. Sit­
ting on the veranda, he wept and gestured dramatically to the area in front of 
the house, exclaiming 'How can we put the tomb over by the road? If it's over 
there how can I sit here and tell my son about his grandfather someday?' By the 
same' practical logic, people sometimes say wistfully of more distant ancestors, 
'I know of them only by hearsay-we don't know where their tombs are.' 

15. This is a variation on a relationship familiar in Southeast Asia. See, for 
example, Heine-Geldern's (1956: 10) characterization of the Islamic ~ingdoms 
of southern Sulawesi-that "it is really the regalia which reign, the prmce gov­
erning the state only in their name"-and the discussion in Errington 1983. 

16. Similarly, Hoskins describes the effort of men in Kodi to escape the risks 
of exchange. Where the situation in Kodi seems most to differ from Anakalang 
is in the emphasis on individual glory. In Anakalang, the most valued ways of 
imagining the transcendance of exchange involve not only temporal eternal­
ization, by becoming an ancestor (Hoskins 1993b: 140; see Bloch and ~arry 
1982), but also social and spatial expansiveness. By this I mean t~e capa.c1ty to 
transcend particular interests through identification with the kal;>1su, which ex­
tends beyond both the temporal "now" and the social "here." 

17. Speculation about the money of foreigners began early in Sumba. One 
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visitor told of a "puzzle, which our host would like to have solved, which is 
why the 'taoe djawa' (= foreign man, Europeans) came to have much money. 
He was asked what he thought himself. He said that in the foreign land three 
trees must grow, one which bears goldpieces as fruit ... another of silver (rijks­
dollars) and the third of coppercoins" (Witkamp 1912: 115). 

18. Yara in east Sumba can denote a friend, companion, lover, or opponent 
(Onvlee 1984: 562), and many yora stories echo more mundane trysts in wild 
places. Yora are only one of several sorts of spirits of the wild found across 
Sumba (Adams 1979; Forth 1981: 106 ff.; Hoskins 1993b: 224). In Anakalang, 
they arc distinguished from other spirits of the wild by the fact that they form 

alliances with individuals. 
19. The power of ritual practice to constitute a relationship between the liv-

ing and their ancestral valuables is what makes it possible for a lost valuable 
like R to be replaced. One of the rituals I witnessed was in fact to induct a new 
valuable in place of one that had been lost in a fire. The circular logic of ritual 
indexicality is that it can creatively bring about that which will subsequently be 

presupposed. 

CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION 

1. Thus Heidegger (1977), for example, characterizes modernity as uniquely 
given to "representation," and describes it as a move from being totally (and 
"authentically") embedded within the world to seeing it as containing repre-

sented objects. 
2. On the other hand, Forth also observes, the clan ancestor receives an un-

even, "incomplete" offering. But this is because the ancestor is treated, in this 
context, as one wno requests prosperity and fecundity from God on behalf of 
the living. My description of ancestors as "complete" here must be understood 

to be a relative matter. 
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