Stellingen
"ledere kijk op het economisch leven die menselijk, moreel en christelijk wil zijn
moet worden bepaald door drie vragen: Wat doet de économie vöör mensen?
Wat doet de économie mensen aan? In hoeverre worden mensen in Staat gesteld
aan het economisch leven deel te nemen?"
Uit: "De Keerzijde van de economische médaille, een geloofsbrief
over de économie", D. Agelink e.a., Amsterdam 1992
Studie van cultured en normatief pluralisme in moderne samenlevingen kan een
nuttige bijdrage leveren aan het voorkomen van conflicten tussen etnische en
religieuze groeperingen: door aan te geven waar raakpunten en overeenkomsten
bestaan kan men deze kennis gebruiken om polariserende indelingen in termen
van "wij" en "de anderen" te relativeren.
Het idee van de staf van ontwikkelingsorganisaties of van overheidsambtenaren
dat men door slechts een bijdrage in arbeidskracht te verlangen van de lokale
bevolking een voorwaarde schept die de participate van de ärmsten zal
bevorderen, berust op het vooroordeel dat arme mensen tijd over hebben.
Het feit dat in een bepaalde lokale taal geen passende vertaling bestaat voor de
Nederlandse uitdrukking "dank u wel", moet niet opgevat worden als een teken
dat gevoelens van dankbaarheid ontbreken, maar als een uitdaging om de
inheemse uitingsvorm te zien en te waarderen.
zie D.K. Wielenga, 1933 ("Merkwaardig Denken")
Als boekhoudkundige méthode om inzicht te krijgen in de materiële positie van
een huishouden (rumah tangga) in de Uma-economie is het opstellen van een
balans met rekening van schulden en vorderingen te prefereren boven het
reconstrueren van een jaarlijks huishoudbudget.
dit

proefschrifi

De permanente aanwezigheid van een kat is een betere indicator van
voedselzekerheid in een huis in Lawonda dan het resultaat van de berekening van
het jaarlijkse voedsel budget van het betreffende huishouden.
dit

proefschrifi

Alle moderne vormen van kredietverlening, inclusief het uitlenen van boeken
door een bibliotheek, zijn gebaseerd op de negatieve normatieve beoordeling van
schulden; waar het een teken van prestige is om veel schulden te hebben,
ontbreekt de morele druk tot terugbetaling, en zullen kredietprogramma's
mislukken.
De effectiviteit van voorlichting over vernieuwingen in de landbouw wordt
vergroot wanneer bij de keuze van doelgroepen onderscheid gemaakt wordt
tussen enerzijds degenen die over de adoptie van vernieuwingen beslissen en
anderzijds degenen die de vernieuwingen moeten gaan uitvoeren.
dit proefschrifi:

9.

(a) De verklärende waarde van econometrische modelten wordt in hoge mate
bepaald door de kwaliteit van het cijfermateriaal waarop de berekeningen
gebaseerd zijn.
(b) Ervaring in Lawonda met de manier waarop statistische gegevens door de
overheid verzameld worden, leert dat kwantitatieve gegevens over produktie en
handel op Sumba meer informatie geven over de houding van de informanten ten
opzichte van de ambtenaren van de statistische dienst, dan over de werkelijke
omvang van deze economische grootheden.

10.

Nu een groot deel van de rurale bevolking op Sumba christen is geworden, en zij
in hun dagelijkse landbouwactiviteiten de leiding van de marapw-priesters moeten
ontberen, verdient het ontwerpen van preekschetsen over agrarische onderwerpen
hogere prioriteit in het kerkelijk ontwikkelingswerk dan de training in nieuwe
landbouwtechnieken.

11.

De grote variatie in beloning voor kinderoppas, laat zien dat ook in Nederland de
terms of exchange in transacties in aanzienlijke mate bepaald worden door de
aard en kwaliteit van de sociale relatie.

12.

Het feit dat promovendi hun proefschrift eigenhändig camera-ready moeten
maken, pleit ervoor om hen bij goed gevolg niet alleen een doctorsbul uit te
reiken maar eveneens een diploma tekstverwerking.

Jacqueline Vel
Wageningen, 14 oktober 1994
"The Uma-economy:
indigenous economics and development work
in Lawonda, Sumba (Eastern Indonesia)"
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Preface

During my studies in agricultural economics at the Agricultural University of Wageningen,
my first experience with field work was in a research on informal savings and credit in a
village in Sri Lanka, supervised by Drs. FJ.A. Bouman of the Department of Agricultural
Law. I lived among very poor mat weavers for half a year, and I realized that I had to learn
much more and stay much longer than what was possible in this short period in order to
understand the economic actions of the villagers and their own indigenous logic. I also
discovered my preference to do research in close connection with practical activities that
help to do something positive about the problems of the people in the area of my fieldwork.
The opportunity to combine development work with research on a local economy came in
1982. In November of that year, my husband and I were appointed by the Reformed
Churches in the Netherlands (Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland, GKN) as advisors to
Propelmas, a rural development program of the Sumbanese Christian Church. After a
preparation period of one and a half years in the Netherlands, we departed for Sumba in
May 1984, and lived there until March 1990.
During our six-year stay on Sumba the emphasis of my work was initially on learning
about the local way of life in the broadest sense. How to survive in a place without
electricity, running water, shops and newspapers is a question one is not prepared for at the
University, and I am very thankful to all the Sumbanese who taught us some of the practical
skills that daily life in Lawonda requires. Gradually, we became more involved. We
borrowed a paddy field from one of our neighbors and cultivated our dry lands. We learned
by own and sometimes bitter experience how hard it is to produce one's own food. The
Lawondanese introduced us to their exchange practices. In endless sessions on the veranda
of our house with people who came to ask for a loan or a gift, we learned about the tricks
of the Lawondanese morality of exchange.
In Propelmas' work, our major contribution was to assist the local staff in evaluating
their experiences. We faced them with the outsiders' questions, that, although they seem
to be very obvious at first glance, appeared to be helpful in analyzing the reasons for
success or failure of development activities. I want to thank all members of the board and
the staff of Propelmas for their confidence in us while sharing their experiences and
thoughts with us, in particular Gany Wulangu, Wiyati ws., Sofia A. Djuli, I. G. Made
Raspita, and D. M. Riwa.
After a year in Lawonda, I took up my initial plan to write about the results of action
research for Propelmas in a way that would make our experiences in Lawonda accessible
to a wider audience of both development workers and academic researchers. The final form
of this book is substantially different from the plans and ideas that I began to formulate in
the first two years I lived in Lawonda. In the period between 1988 and March 1990, I
concentrated my research activities on two areas, Pangadu Jara and Yami Pahuruk. I visited
the inhabitants of these areas at their home, and I am very grateful for the hospitality they
V

gave me, and for their confidence in telling me all about their daily lives. The first contours
of the chapters of this book appeared during the last year I lived in Lawonda. As the result
of in depth study, I wrote short papers on selected issues of the Uma-economy, and
discussed them with a group of local experts. I want to thank Rev. H. Horulandja, Mrs. D.
M. Riwa, Mrs. Wiyati ws., Pak Ande Deky and Pak Gany Wulangu for their sharp and
very valuable comments, additions and corrections on my analysis.
The analysis of the Uma-economy is a contribution to the body of literature on "Indonesian
economics". Traditionally this field is dominated by studies on Javanese economics (see
Wertheim (ed.), 1961; Husken, 1988). Yet, the geographical, historical and cultural context
of societies on other islands varies considerably from the circumstances on Java. In studies
about economic issues that cover the whole Indonesian nation, Sumba either submerges in
the province Nusa Tenggara Timur, with the consequence that little can be recognized of
its own rural economies (Hill (ed),1989), or it is regarded as a marginal area based on
characteristics that are relevant for comparison with areas within the framework of the
national economy (Corner, 1989; Booth, 1993). By contrast, I studied the Uma-economy in
the context of Sumbanese culture and the economic, geographical and historical
circumstances of this island, without continuously referring to the inter-island comparison
that is often irrelevant for the rural population on Sumba.
Anthropological studies are prevalent in literature on Sumba. The most famous works
are written by the linguist Dr. L. Onvlee and his assistant Oemboe Hina Kapita. Reverend
D. K. Wielenga wrote a large number of articles and books about Sumbanese culture and
the confrontation between traditional Sumbanese religion and Christianity. The works of
both Dr. Onvlee and Rev. Wielenga reveal their great interest in the Sumbanese way of
thinking and have been an important source of inspiration in my research. More recently,
Sumba was the area of fieldwork for anthropologists who studied indigenous culture, with
special attention to ritual speech (Keane, Keller, Hoskins, Kuipers), or the symbolic
meaning of textiles (Adams, Geirneart), or cosmology and social organization (Forth). All
their publications up to 1991 are included in the bibliography of Taro Goh, the Japanese
anthropologist who died on Sumba in 1988 during his field work (Goh, 1991). Their work
signifies a large and valuable increase in documentation on Sumba. Yet, what all these
anthropological studies have in common is that they tend to stress the normative and
traditional part of culture. They pay little attention to ordinary daily life of men and women
who do not belong to the elite experts of customary law, and who perhaps share the elite's
ideas concerning norms and rules, but are not wealthy enough to act consequently according
to the prescriptions of adat. A focus on traditional culture, the myths and the normative
aspects, hampers a clear view on changes that take place in Sumbanese society. This study
of the Uma-economy of Lawonda is supplementary to the studies in the more classical field
of anthropology: it focuses on the contemporary, changing economy and gives special
attention to the perspectives of the poorer segment of the local population.
We returned to the Netherlands in March 1990. The Reformed Churches in the Netherlands
offered me a one year assignment to write about our experiences on Sumba. This resulted
in the book "Tussen Ruilen en Rekenen" (Vel, 1991), which presents some of the issues of
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this dissertation in simple language for a broad audience. A committee of the Agrarisch
Sociale Commissie of the GKN supported my writing, and I want to thank its members,
Gosse Hekstra, Ettie Holwerda, Geert Klaassen, Jan van Capelleveen, Wim van Halsema
and Franz von Benda-Beckmann for their enthusiastic and constructive comments.
Thanks to the mediation of Prof, von Benda-Beckmann, the period of work for the
GKN was supplemented by an assignment at the Wageningen Agricultural University, which
enabled me to write this dissertation.
The final version of this book is the product of reflection in the three years that have
passed since I returned from Lawonda. Initially, I was occupied with finding a way to deal
with the different way of thinking I encountered in Lawonda. Back in Holland, the academic
atmosphere convinced me that many of the insights that seemed clear and obvious in
Lawonda can be questioned from a theoretical or comparative perspective. Although the
transition from the world of practical development work to the University was a culture
shock to me, its positive effect was that I was forced to reconsider my analysis. I want to
thank all my colleagues at the Department of Agricultural Law, and fellow participants of
the Ph.D.-seminars for the contributions they made to (re-)introduce me in the academic
world, and to enable me to situate my own research in a wider analytical context.
Gradually, my reflections became more abstract. Yet, my heart remains with the people on
Sumba and the activities to improve the quality of their lives. I hope the readers of this
book will still be able to recognize the men and women who struggle for their daily
livelihood on this eastern Indonesian island. Furthermore, I hope that the more abstract
analysis of the Uma-economy stimulates other researchers to be more open minded toward
the indigenous economics of the areas they work in, so they may use their curiosity for the
exotic to provide knowledge that can serve to improve development cooperation.
I wish to thank Franz von Benda-Beckmann for the frequent efforts he made to
convince me of the usefulness of writing a book about the Uma-economy, for all the hours
he spent reading my draft chapters, and for his fruitful comments. In 1992,1 asked Prof.
Henk Tieleman to comment on the draft chapters, and discussions with him turned out to
be very stimulating. I want to thank him especially for encouraging me to finish my book
quickly. I owe Jos Mooij and Frits Bouman many thanks, because they were so kind as to
read and criticize the draft manuscript, and showed me how I could turn it into a better and
more accessible book.
During the whole process of making plans for research, doing field work, and writing
the dissertation, I received the great support of many friends and relatives. Gert van Dijk
helped me with his countless questions, advices and remarks on my work, and by
encouraging me not to feel shy about being an alternative economist. My father visited us
each year in Lawonda, and during these visits and in our weekly correspondence he gave
me the opportunity to reflect on the many events that happened in our Sumbanese life.
I want to thank Joel Buzzell for changing the language of this book into proper American
English, and Jaap Bijkerk for improving the designs. A grant of the LEB-fund made it
possible to publish this book.
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My sons Rod, Micha and Sofian insisted on my attention and care, and in their loving way
they showed the relative and limited importance of writing books. My greatest debt,
however, is to my husband Laurens, who volunteered to restrict his career as a consultant
to a part-time profession, and who shares both the pleasant and the not so pleasant tasks in
our household with me. Apart from that, he has always been my main discussion partner,
with whom I shared the experiences in Lawonda, and who reminded me in my academic
moods, to write about people instead of analytical constructs.

Bennekom, August 1994.
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Introduction
"The Sumbanese have their own values and their own form of economy by which they uphold their
values. When viewed in terms of their values, their conduct makes sense." (Onvlee, 1980:204)

A complicated co-operative
The people of the northern part of Maderi, a village on the Indonesian island Sumba, have set
up their own farmers' organization. It started with the cultivation of mung bean. In one of the
neighboring villages mung bean appeared to do very well, and yielded a considerable quantity
of additional food. Moreover, it turned out to be a suitable cash crop. The options for people
on Sumba to earn cash are very limited, since most transactions in their local economy are nonmonetary. The people of northern Maderi wanted to try the new crop too. The local
development organization, Propelmas, assisted in the experiment. Cultivation was a success and
next came marketing of the harvest. The revenues generated were spent by each member
individually. Eventually, a school teacher, who was also a member of the farmers'
organization, proposed that next year part of the revenues should be gathered to create a
collective fund. This fund could then be used to finance cooperative activities of the farmers'
organization.
The organization evolved as the range of its activities expanded and cooperation between
members became more continuous and stable. In 1986, the members decided to change their
organization into an official Kontak Tani , and called it "Dulama". One of the consequences
of this step was that the members were now obliged to pay an entrance fee and an annual
contribution. Although the individual fees were small, they composed a collective fund of
considerable size in four years time. What was the purpose of this fund?
In June 1989, a delegation of Dulama members made a trip to the island of Flores. The
journey was organized by Propelmas in order to visit a number of farmers' organizations in
Ende. The farmers of Dulama observed many different activities, but what appealed most to
1

Kontak Tani is the name used on Sumba for an organization of male or female farmers that is oficially recognized
by the Government. When a farmers* organization is turned into a Kontak Tani, the members lay down formal
regulations, which are often partly copied from other organizations.
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them were the various usaha bersama, small cooperative businesses. Back in Maderi they told
their fellow men of this idea and Dulama decided to set up a cooperative shop.
Setting up a shop and getting it running was not as easy as it had appeared at first glance.
Although the shop started with only two products, sugar and cigarettes, its organization turned
out to be a rather complicated task. One of the school teachers volunteered to organize the
business, though after a while he lost his enthusiasm. He found he was spending too much time
running the shop, and his only reward was the suspicion of the other members. They thought
that he was benefiting privately from the enterprise "like all shop keepers do". Another serious
problem was the reluctance of the Dulama members to pay in cash when shopping in "their
own" shop. Some argued that they did not have to pay, because the commodities in the shop
were bought with their own contributions. Others just bought on credit, promising to pay when
they had the money or when the shop-keeper needed it, just as they would have done in
transactions amongst close relatives.
Dulama addressed Propelmas with a number of questions: What is a good selling price for
the commodities in our shop? How can we organize our cooperative business without getting
entangled in internal quarrels and suspicion? Are the members who have contributed more to
the collective fund entitled to a larger say in how to run the shop? Why do the members of
Dulama have to pay for the things they want to get from the shop?
As a member of the Propelmas staff, I was involved in finding answers to these questions.
Appropriate answers would not only give solutions to the explicit issues mentioned in the
questions, but would also address the implicit, underlying problem of difficulties in
understanding a different economic rationale. For example, when we tried to explain to the
members of Dulama's shop committee how to calculate a good selling price, it appeared to be
very difficult to include a financial reward for the labor of the shop keeper. Shop keeping was
hardly considered as work, and at best could be rewarded with some return services, like
assistance in agricultural work at his dry field. Local norms concerning the proper way to
conduct transactions appeared to be another impediment to the viability of the shop. People in
this area of Sumba distinguish one another according to social distance: the group of "us",
comprising close relatives and neighbors, a category of "no others", with whom relations are
well defined, and the rest, "others", who are strangers or even enemies. For each category
different economic behavior is appropriate. Selling and buying with cash is associated with
"others". Since the co-operative shop of Dulama is run by close relatives and neighbors of the
customers, either the code of appropriate behavior or the viability of the shop was invariably
offended.
The central question

I have selected the story of the complicated cooperative to start with, because it introduces us
in a straight and visible way to the local economy of Lawonda. This economy is the central
2
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subject of this book. The anthropologist who studied Sumbanese society and culture for over
thirty years, Dr. Onvlee, argues that the Sumbanese economy can only be understood if it is
studied in the context of indigenous culture (see Onvlee, 1980, 1973). Each chapter of this
book is a contribution to the effort to understand the logic of actions and legitimations of
behavior that give shape to this local economy. A consequence of the approach that takes the
economy as an expression of local culture is that, for the explanation of farmers' activities, it
is not sufficient to limit the analysis to the physical and financial relationships between inputs,
natural resources and outputs in the production process. The Sumbanese have their own
perceptions about land tenure, land use, and about work. The distinctions they make between
goods are not only based on the material quality but also take the social value of the good into
account. All these perceptions are characteristic of their culture, and so determine their
economic decisions. The central question, then, is how to analyze this economy from the
viewpoint of the local population itself. The qualitative description in Part One of this book is
my answer to this question.
However, a focus on the cultural peculiarities of the economy can lead to a bias, in the
sense that one can easily lapse into stressing the traditional and normative aspects of economic
behavior. Yet, the local economy of Lawonda is not static, and many people in the area are
too poor to be able to act according to the traditional rules. They have to find their own way
of dealing with the changes which occur on their island. Gradually, the local economy becomes
part of the nation-wide economy. This requires new skills and new ways of thinking in order
to participate successfully in the market-economic system. The questions of the members of
Dulama about how to run their cooperative shop are an example of the problems that emerge
in the encounter between two different economic systems.
In the Part Two of this book, I will elaborate on this encounter while discussing several
ways to obtain money, used by the people of Lawonda. I have selected these activities because
they provide a good entry point for analysis of the confrontation between traditional economic
behavior and thinking, and the skills and rationality of the market economy. The central
question of Part Two is: how do the people in the local economy of Lawonda deal with the
increasing need for money? In this question, the people of Lawonda are the subject of the
sentence, instead of the increasing use of money. I regard the Lawondanese as subjects in the
processes that take place in their economy, and not only as the victims of the forces outside
their own community.
In the next section, I will describe why the need for money is increasing in Lawonda. It is
one aspect of rural change. The local economy responds to the processes of change, which
create the dynamics that combine the old non-monetary economy, aimed at both subsistence
and exchange in kind within the region, with the monetary economy of the wider area into
which Lawonda is incorporated.
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