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Jacqueline Vel’s book provides
a comprehensive account of socio-political
developments in one of the most

understudied regions of Eastern Indonesia.

Based on extensive fieldwork over the
last 20 years, Vel describes how changes
in national politics have affected the
conduct of local politics in West Sumba,
a small district in East Nusa Tenggara
province. With its broad temporal scope
and its great attention to ethnographic
detail, it will be an important reference
for scholars working on Eastern Indonesia.
However, it should be noted that a signi-
ficant amount of the material presented
in this book is actually not new (some
data is based on fieldwork in the 1980s)
and several chapters or parts thereof
have already been published elsewhere.

Dirk Tomsa
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The book consists of ten chapters and three additional
vignettes about social life in Sumba. The first two chapters
provide some basic geographic and ethnographic information
about Sumba and highlight the importance of the state for

all aspects of life in this part of Indonesia. Furthermore, these
chapters, as well as the next two chapters, also introduce the
reader to some key concepts used throughout the book, for
example Bourdieu’s three forms of capital, notions of political
class or local concepts of adat.

Taken together, the first four chapters make up nearly half of
the book. Only in Chapter 5 does the narrative turn to events in
the post-Suharto era, which is a bit disappointing given that the
title indicates a focus on democratisation. Following a concise
overview of the events of 1998 and how they were perceived

in Sumba, this second half of the book deals with issues such
as localised violence (Ch. 6), socio-economic development and
civil society (Ch. 7), the desire to create a new district (Ch. 8)
and local elections (Ch. 9). Last but not least, Chapter 10
provides some concluding remarks which stress, among other
things, the importance of analysing democratisation processes
in their local contexts.

Vel argues that despite the transformation of Indonesia’s

political system, the predominant style of local politics in Sumba
has remained largely unchanged (p. 238ff.). Yet, as local leaders
gradually adapt to the new conditions, the broader socio-political
landscape of Sumba is inevitably being transformed. According
to Vel, the incremental changes that have occurred in Sumba as
a result of democratisation have been positive (p. 246), but she
also alerts the reader to growing social inequalities which may
pose new problems for Sumba in the future (p. 247).

A palpable familiarity
Overall, this book is a valuable contribution to the literature
on local politics in Indonesia. Arguably, its major strengths lie

_ inits comprehensiveness and its attention to detail. Having lived

in Sumba for extended periods of time, Vel is intimately familiar
with the political and social dynamics in this part of Indonesia,
and this familiarity is palpable throughout the book. The general
reader may at times be puzzled about the various local names
and places, but generally the author succeeds in communicating

# her detailed knowledge in an engaging and readable way.

Perhaps the best sections of the book are those where Vel en-

§ riches her dense descriptions of certain events and persons with

a broader comparative perspective in order to put the situation
in Sumba into a wider context. In Chapter 6 on local violence,
for example, the insightful analysis of the events of ‘Bloody
Thursday’, a day of brutal violence in the town of Waikabubak, is

| complemented by the notion that the fighting in Sumba cannot

simply be explained as yet another case of communal conflict

in Eastern Indonesia. As Vel points out, there were certainly
similarities with the mass violence in places like Maluku or Poso
(e.g. historical continuities or the instrumentalisation of violence

; by local elites), but religion played no role whatsoever in Sumba.

ABOVE: School children in Waikabubak.

Reinventing the wheel

Hoodwinked by the enigmatic title,
| expected to review a book on my
preoccupation with anthropological
field work.'

Niels Mulder
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YES, EVEN AFTER SPENDING most of my professional life among strangers, | cannot
escape from my Holland-Dutch roots and bourgeois birth. To an important extent,
these decide what I first note and think, and how I'll distort the image of the people

Thus, in Chapter 6 the book lives up to its ambition, articulated

= in Chapter 1, to use Sumba as a case study to either confirm

or challenge conclusions about ‘Indonesia in general’ (p. 7).

among whom | dwell. It always takes considerable effort to

then ‘bracket’ myself and to open up to ways of life and thinking
that I may or not at all may appreciate. In brief, my profession

is about cross-cultural encounters, about boundary crossing,
about being open to new things, and about being rooted at the
same time. In that sense, | am a cosmopatriot engaging distant
belonging and close encounters.

‘Cosmo-patriots’

Most of the subjects described in the present volume —

Hong Kong and Singapore queers, Indonesian gay and

lesbi, skinheads of Korea, Indonesian pop-music imagings

(sic), those exposed to media, South Korean youths - are

not literally border-crossing, but stay in their places of origin.
There, they are exposed to the messages of world-wide media
that they distort without any attempt of opening themselves
up to their original meaning; they merely invest the messages
and examples they receive with the characteristics of their
particular milieu. This demonstrates that they are rooted in

a place - and like it that way - at the same time that they are
exposed to cosmopolitan or global media. Contrary to the
expectations of some researchers, the exposure to the wide-
wide world does not deracinate. On the contrary, it strengthens
roots and identity, resulting in the ‘passionate sense of belong-
ing to a certain locale’ (p.12) that the editors have dubbed
‘patriotism’. Hence, the subjects described are of two worlds
and can so be called ‘cosmo-patriots’.

Most other chapters, however, lack this broader perspective or

it is at least not articulated as clearly as in the chapter on conflict
and violence. With their fairly exclusive focus on Sumba, they will
therefore appeal primarily to specialists with a distinctive interest
in Eastern Indonesia. They are generally well-written, but still
leave a number of questions unanswered.

In Chapter 8, for example, Vel explains in great detail the motiva-
tions of various groups of people who campaigned for the cre-
ation of a new district, Central Sumba. According to the author, it
was a combination of what she calls ‘overseas Sumbanese’, local
activists and well-educated but unemployed youth who pursued
the creation of this district (p. 185). The reader learns a lot about
the main actors and their strategies to achieve their goals, yet
there is little information about the various social forces that did
not want a new district in Sumba. This is even more surprising in
view of Vel’s admission that only a small minority of Sumbanese
actually supported the movement for a new district. But apart
from some scattered references to ‘outspoken opponents’ and
the ‘rather indifferent’ majority of the population (p. 185), the
reader learns nothing about these critics.

Similarly, the analysis of electoral dynamics in Chapter 9

raises a number of questions. Perhaps most significantly, the
relation between national and local elections is not explored
satisfactorily. Vel dismisses the importance of national politics,
claiming that people ‘were not very involved’ (p. 211). But the
voter turnout of 80 percent in the presidential election seems
to suggest otherwise. Moreover, there are important patronage
networks between Jakarta and Sumba, as alluded to repeatedly
throughout the book. Arguably these networks would be very
heavily involved during the national elections, but Vel does not
shed much light on this dimension of electoral politics.

Disputable assertions

More specifically, some of the assertions in this chapter seem
to be quite disputable. Among these are for example Vel’s
elevation of Vedi Hadiz’ ‘predatory interests’ argument to a
general consensus in academic literature (p. 212), her discus-
sion of the relation between political parties and presidential
candidates (p. 211-212) or her sweeping statement that ‘political
parties generally create campaign teams to assist the [pilkada]
candidates in their election campaigns’ (p. 214). In fact, as
various analyses of local elections have shown, parties actually
often play only marginal roles in pilkada campaigns, leaving
candidates to assemble their own teams without substantial
support from the parties that nominated them.

Finally, a word on the overall presentation of the book.
Unfortunately, it must be said, the editors of this book have
worked rather sloppily. The first three chapters in particular

are riddled with typos, missing words and grammatical mistakes,
and several names are misspelled, for instance Nusa Tenggara
Timor (p. 7; should be Timur), Donald Emerson (p. 8; should

be Emmerson) or Ann Booth (p. 28; should be Anne Booth).
More diligent editing could have prevented this kind of problem
and thereby facilitated readability.

In sum, this book is probably a bit too narrowly focused to
reach a wide audience, but it does provide some valuable
data for scholars of Eastern Indonesia and those who are
generally interested in Indonesian local politics.

Dirk Tomsa, University of Tasmania
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Modernisation theory?

It brings to mind the modernisation thesis of the 1950s and 60s.
Exposure to the modern world would westernise, secularise and
rationalise. Tradition, religion, and disorganisation were on the
way out. Then, lo and behold, ‘religion’ was coming back with

a vengeance, identity celebrated (and often powerfully pushed
by the nation-state), and westernisation merely expressed in
symbols, from skyscrapers to the fashion dictates of Paris, even
as it was not impressed on the mind. From the late 1960s on,

it was, therefore, concluded that exposure to world-wide moder-
nity reinforces the local; that it prompts the religious impulse;
that identity is rooted in the life-world; that life-styling is a mere
fashionable fad animated by the deep-seated drive for distinc
tion. In brief, inputs coming from the outside are localised, are
adapted to the own way of life. Now, by substituting globalisa-
tion for modernisation, the whole sequence is largely restated.

Of course, this is not what editors and contributors have in

mind. They aim ‘to unpack the dialectics between the local, the
national, the regional and the global’ (p.11), which doubtlessly

is a legitimate endeavour. The principal vehicle of the extra-local
messages is the media, and who, these days, has the privilege

of not being assailed by its coverage? So, why concentrate on
marginal, often fleeting groups and artistic expression, classified
under Sex, Space, Body, Race, when discussing a virtually
universal phenomenon? Any peasant come to town crosses more
borders than those who have their lifestyles inspired by pop



