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ABSTRACT

Broadly speaking, this thesis is an ethnographic study of
change and cultural continuity within the context of the
south Moluccan village of Amaya. Set against the historical
background of European colonialism and Christian
proselytisation, the thesis examines the articulation of
Mayawo cultural identity within the ideological context of
the modern Indonesian Nation-State. More specifically, the
thesis is concerned with exploring the social and political
engagement of various discursive forms in the construction of
identity and the legitimation of authority in Amaya. In this
connection, I argue that the politicization and conflation of
history and identity is an important dimension of both the
(re)production of local culture and, paradoxically,
identification with the national culture.

In their previous encounters with the alternative ideologies
of Christianity and mercantile colonialism and more recent
engagements with the hegemonic aspirations of Indonesian
nationalism and modern capitalism, individuals and groups in
Amaya have re-negotiated and re-ifnvented a number of cultural
forms and .practices. The historical dimensions of this
thesis, therefore, are shaped by a consideration of certain
perceived transformations of Mayawo cultural forms and
practices emerging from the encounter with the colonizing
forces of the Dutch East Indies Company and the Dutch
Reformed Church. In this connection, I discuss how
relatedness, rank and group affiliation continue to be
regarded as fundamental in the construction and articulation
of individual and social identity; an indication of the
social importance placed on maintaining cultural
'traditions’'.

Following the discussion of social change and primary social
forms, I turn to consider how the ‘'traditional' past is
ideologically reproduced in a radically transformed present.
I argue that the epistemological and ontological basis of
identity and notions of cultural continuity are ideologically
grounded in the thematic and episodic content of 1local
historical representations. These narratives about the
origins of social groups in Amaya largely deny the historical
and changing nature of Mayawo culture and, in doing so, tend
to freeze the identity of a person in a particular epoch of
knowledge and practice. In this regard local origin
narratives, as metaphors of continuity, ideologically
function to preserve and 1legitimate social identity,
political authority and cultural difference.
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There are other discursive forms, however, apart from 1local
narratives, which serve to verify particular modes of being
and political organization. In the contemporary context of
Amaya, I argque that notions of cultural continuity are
supported by and reproduced through the appropriation and
subversion of the rhetorical and fictional devices proffered
by the State and the Church. In the course of the thesis, I
examine how the logic disseminated in Mayawo ‘'historical'’
narratives defines the symbolic and practical parameters for
the articulation of State and Church forms as well as
constituting the primary referential point for the
differential organisation and ordering of 1local social
relations. 1In turn, I also consider how these ‘'traditional'
hierarchies verify the social and political fictions upon
which the State and the Church are founded.

The conjuncture of the State and the Church with the 1logic
disseminated in local 'histories' also produces conflict and
contradiction. Increasingly, people in the village question
the central exegetical function of local origin narratives in
relation to social ontology and local politics. I argue that
resistance, in this context, is constructed and articulated
primarily in utopian terms. For the disenfranchised members
of the community at least (low ranked individuals, women,
immigrant families and youths), resistance to the control
exercised by high ranking individuals is primarily expressed
through participation in Church activities and State-
sponsored, community based, development programmes. In this
connection, the State and the Church, insofar as they provide
'new spaces' for the construction of identity and the
articulation of social relations and, in doing so, gather up
inconsistency and contradiction within their unified and
transcendent symbolic forms, constitute the referential 1loci
of the utopian imagination.

In Amaya, however, the imaginative function of utopia
intersects with the integrative function of local ideology to
produce what is pathological in both ~ dissimulation. Within
the confines of the village, the disenfranchised are
necessarily committed to recognizing and reproducing the
strategies and schemes of the hierarchical order empowered by
local historical narratives. Away from the wvillage, the
thesis concludes, the power of local 'histories' to inform
social action is severely diminished, if not negated, by the
existence of other discursive forms. For a number of the
disenfranchised residents, 1leaving the village for the
'bright 1lights of wutopia' represents the only socially
legitimate means of rejecting the categories empowered by
local narrative forms, albeit for an alternative system of
values which is just as discriminating and hegemonic.
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