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Strategic Framing of Adat in Land-
Acquisition Politics in East Sumba
Jacqueline Vel* and Stepanus Makambombu**

This article is about the strategic use of adat arguments in the politics of large-scale land
acquisition. While customary (adat) communities are commonly depicted as small local
minorities living in the forests and being guardians of the environment, in many
situations such communities occupy a majority position within the district. Majority
adat communities are internally differentiated into categories of actors with varying
and conflicting interests. This article focuses on Sumba in eastern Indonesia, where
state and adat powers are not opposed but historically aligned. We analyse how five
common ways of framing adat in Sumba are currently being deployed in land-
acquisition politics, in situations supporting plantation land acquisition or protesting
against farmers’ land dispossession. We draw attention to what we call ‘strategic adat
framing’ as a political activity. The article calls for analysing the historical and social
context of local deployments of adat for understanding the impact of current
government pro-adat policies.

Keywords: Customary Law; Land Grabbing; Indonesia; Sumba; Strategic Framing

Introduction

‘Adat land in Sumba Island is being mapped’ read the headline of an article in the
national newspaper Kompas dated 29 January 2018. While Adat is the Indonesian
term for customs, traditions and institutions, and is also used as a translation of indi-
geneity, the newspaper article referred to adat in terms of land claimed by customary
communities as their property. The spokesman of the national adat social movement
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Indigenous Peoples Alliance of the Archipelago (AMAN) interviewed in the Kompas
article, ‘Tanah Adat di Sumba Dipetakan’ (2018), complained that the larger part of
the island’s adat land (70 per cent of the total land surface according to the article)
is now treated as government property. He said that the governments of Sumba’s
four districts are handing out this land to agro-industrial companies for the establish-
ment of plantations. His hope was that mapping adat land would provide evidence to
defend local people’s customary land rights, and make the district government respect
those rights. He explained the adat movement promotes mapping adat land to defend
the island’s natural resources against exploitation and appropriation by large agribu-
sinesses, and that protection of adat land will assure that the local population and its
next generation can continue their agriculture-based livelihoods.
However, our field research in a village affected by land acquisition for plantations

in East Sumba indicated that the link between the strengthening of adat rights and the
welfare of common members of adat communities is not as straight forward as his
comments might suggest. In contrast, we observed a diversity of arguments related
to adat playing a role in negotiations between government, society and companies
related not just to land but also to water and labour. Moreover, we observed arguments
based on adat sometimes supporting plantation companies’ land acquisition and
sometimes used in protest against farmers’ land dispossession. Why can adat argu-
ments support both parties simultaneously? How are these contesting adat arguments
mobilised to provide discursive power in land acquisition politics?
Actors construct narratives about rights based in custom (adat) in land conflicts to

argue why it is right and proper that a specific person can represent the larger group;
why some have the authority to decide about land use; why some categories of people
are more entitled to have access to land; and why it is right that some categories of
people are excluded. In other words, adat arguments contribute to establishing the
moral basis for exclusive claims. Adat narratives provide a normative underpinning
of actions and policies and can serve to legitimate the exclusion (Hall, Hirsch, and
Li 2011, 18) on which the success of adat claims depends (Tejada and Rist 2017, 6).
Such legitimation is always directed towards a specific audience (Hall, Hirsch, and
Li 2011, 19). Hence actors use different ‘strategic framings’ of adat, depending on
the audience they are addressing.
Multiple interpretations of what adat entails render the term deployable for a wide

range of political projects (Li 2007, 337). Contests between factions within commu-
nities about the implementation of adat rules and hierarchies have been common
(Keane 1995). However, different interpretations have developed in a bi-cultural
context, which make it necessary to distinguish adat from other normative systems
(Weiner and Glaskin 2006, 4). In Indonesia, Dutch colonialism created the conditions
for the articulation and definition of adat as a system of local jural and cultural practice
(McWilliam 2006, 42). The legacy of this colonial project continues in contemporary
relationships between the nation-state and adat communities, resulting in priority for
economic development and constraints for state recognition and implementation of
adat land rights (McWilliam 2006, 59). But in 2018, nearly two decades after the
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decentralisation of political authority to the regions, relations between state and adat
communities have become less oppositional, as will be clear from the case discussed
below. We analyse the way arguments referring to adat are being used by powerful
actors as well as less powerful stakeholders both in support of and in protest against
plantation establishment. We trace the narratives back to five common ways of
framing adat in Sumba, highlighting the context in which the narrative developed
the dominant actors and their interests.
The article begins by introducing Sumba as a case in adat studies, including back-

ground information about the area, the population and adat law in relation to land.
We present an account of a contemporary land conflict focusing on the positions
on adat rights taken by different actors. We then introduce the concept of framing
as an analytical tool that we use to identify five common ways of framing adat in
Sumba, explaining how each mode contributes to legitimising claims that are purport-
edly based on adat principles. Finally, we present our conclusions about the strategic
use of adat arguments and propose a critical perspective on pro-adat policies while
asking that more attention be paid to securing rights to natural resources, including
water, for the people who depend on the land for their livelihoods.

Sumba as a Case in Adat Studies

Sumba provides an important case in adat studies for five reasons. First, the adat com-
munity comprises the majority of the population on the island, with members living in
both urban and rural areas. The concept ‘community’ is often associated with clear
boundaries and small-size social units, but in Sumba, around 600,000 people belong
to the self-identified adat community of ethnic Sumbanese. Second, the Sumbanese
adat community has a strong internal hierarchy (inequality), which does not fit the
stereotyped image of a peaceful egalitarian adat community. Third, there are no for-
malised adat institutions in Sumba which makes it different from other cases of
majority customary (adat) groups such as the Minangkabau (von Benda-Beckmann
and von Benda-Beckmann 2013) and Dayak (Bakker 2009). A fourth characteristic
is that adat leadership and the state have been historically aligned rather than
opposed. Finally, for the concerns raised in this article it is important to note that
Sumba is a frontier area (Tsing 2005, 27–28) for the plantation industry. Because
land is still abundant in Indonesia’s frontier areas, powerful people are not the land-
owners but those who are able to mobilise labour (Li 2014, 13–15) which may also
invoke adat principles. Using their power as patrons of their clients, these powerful
people are able to claim land ownership in negotiations about land acquisition
based on the adat rights of the group they claim to represent (Li 2014, 14).
Both authors of this article have been engaged in research on Sumba for a long time:

Jacqueline Vel since 1983 and Stepanus Makambombu since 2001. In our research, we
have studied customary rules and practices in the local rural economy (Vel 1994);
access to agrarian justice (Vel andMakambombu 2010); local politics as a combination
of democratic and adat styles of governing (Vel 2008); and the role of government and
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adat elites in the establishment of large plantations in Sumba (McCarthy, Vel, and Afiff
2012; Vel, McCarthy, and Zen 2016; Makambombu 2016). Our sources for this article
include results of our previous research, other academic literature and newspaper
articles. The case study below is based on field research by Stepanus Makambombu
in 2017 and 2018, including a survey conducted among 40 households in a village
affected by a plantation and interviews with stakeholders in the plantation area and
in offices in the district capital of Waingapu.
Sumba Island is located in the most south-eastern part of Indonesia. Administra-

tively the island is divided into four districts within the Province East Nusa Tenggara
and, in 2017, had 781,093 inhabitants (BPS 2018, 87). The four district capital towns
are the centres of government offices, schools, commerce and services. Although many
people imagine Sumba as far away and isolated, there are two airports with daily flights
to Bali and Kupang. The island is sparsely populated, especially in rural areas where
subsistence agriculture provides the main livelihood. The climate varies: the coastal
plains have a dry savannah climate, whereas in the hillside areas rainfall can be
more than 2000 millimetres per year. The large areas of uncultivated land in the
dry east and north have been the focus of interest for land investment for plantations,
whereas the beach areas are now being sold to land investors expecting that ‘Sumba
will be the next Bali’.1

The population of East Sumba district was 252,704 in 2017 of which 29 per cent
resided in the urban area of Waingapu (BPS East Sumba 2018).2 The population
density of rural sub-districts is very low, ranging between 58 and 9 persons per
square kilometre. However, within the sub-districts, settlements are unevenly dis-
tributed. The area where plantations are now being established is located on an elev-
ated plain inward from the coastal highway, out of sight from the road. On the other
side of the highway, there are many villages surrounded by cultivated land with
mainly rice and maize. Closer to the beach there are settlements of villagers
whose ancestors originated from the nearby island of Savu, and for whom fishing
is the traditional source of livelihood. We estimate that East Sumba’s population
consists of 80 per cent Sumbanese, 14 per cent Savunese, and 6 per cent from
other areas in Indonesia.3 The Sumbanese population is by far the majority in the
district, and their customs, traditions and rules constitute the dominant adat
system of the island.

Basics of Sumbanese Adat

The Sumbanese population bases its customary claims on land on the principle of
prior occupation, regarding all of the land as their ethno-territory.4 According to
the Sumbanese myth of origin, their ancestors landed on the northern tip of the
island, long ago, after ‘crossing seven seas, and landing on the eighth island’ (Kapita
1976b). After arrival, they divided the tasks among the clans of their forefathers,
with some acting as ‘lord of the land’ (Forth 1981, 249). The latter provided access
to land, so that everyone would have a place to live, herd their livestock and grow
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or gather food. Private property in land was not yet relevant in the context of land
abundance.
The Sumbanese traditionally worship their deified forefathers, the Marapu. Rules

regarding how to use the land, water, forest and other parts of nature are included
in the normative system linked to Marapu beliefs. From their spirit world the
Marapu can influence the fate of the living, and cause disease and destruction if
they are angered. ‘Following the rules laid out by the ancestors’ is, therefore, one
way of defining the adat law system—but that would be a very normative and static
definition (Keane 1995). The term in eastern Sumbanese language Kambera that is
roughly equivalent to the Indonesian word adat is huri, which ‘can variously be trans-
lated as “culture”, “way of life”, “custom”, “religion”, “rite”, and with regard to the
“demeanour” of the individual, “behaviour” and “manners”’ (Forth 1981, 427 n1).
At present, Sumbanese often use the term adat to refer to this variety of meanings,
and in this article we use adat accordingly.
The customary rules match the material context of the island. As an agricultural

society, the Sumbanese sought ways of subsisting on an island that was only marginally
fertile. Many settlements were isolated, and without roads trading products was diffi-
cult. But labour was relatively scarce compared to land. How much a household could
produce depended on the size of the labour force that could be mobilised. Therefore
many adat rules in Sumba regulate human reproduction and the use of human labour.
The social organisation corresponding with adat rules divides the community into

patrilineal, patrilocal clans. Clan (kabihu) membership is the prime factor in self-
identification. The clans relate to each other either as bride-giver or bride-taker, and
there is no direct exchange of wives. The members of these clans maintain their
social relations through ceremonial exchange. Horses, buffalo and golden ornaments
are the main items of exchange that bride-takers give, while the bride-givers recipro-
cate with pigs and hand-woven ikat cloth. With every act of exchange the relations are
reconfirmed, and the consequence is that those involved in the exchanges are reas-
sured of their inclusion in the clan community. This is important when households
depend on assistance from their fellow community members at peak moments of
labour demand.
Internally the clans are differentiated into classes: nobility, freemen and slaves,

which means there is a strong hierarchy within the community (Twikromo 2008).
The core residential unit of a clan is the main village of origin (kampung, paraingu)
in which the clan leaders’ houses are situated. The household of a noble family
(husband wife and children) is extended through inclusion of lower-status clan
members who do most of the household chores, work on the land and take care of
the animals. In concentric circles around the central kampong there are houses
belonging to people with lower social status who live with only their nuclear family
members in simple houses close to the fields. Several of these villages (paraingu)
with the surrounding lands (tana) comprise a traditional domain. Each domain has
leaders from the nobility class, called maramba, and a spiritual leader, the ratu.
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Before colonial interventions there was no government above the maramba and their
traditional domains (Forth 1981, 45).
Adat norms set the terms of communication and cooperation between the custom-

ary classes, creating a system of customary clientalism. Within the clan, the norm is
that people share and help each other out in times of need.5 However, Janet
Hoskins noted that in practice ‘everyone gives credit to a wealthy man, but no one
is generous to a poor man. Generosity is always linked to the expected repayment’
(1994, 198).
The consequence of patrilineal descent and patrilocal residence is that a woman

moves to the house of her husband after marriage. She does not inherit land from
her own parents, but becomes a member of the clan of her husband; a fundamental
gender difference in Sumbanese adat, apart from the class differentiation already men-
tioned above. Individual members are socially defined in terms of their position within
the clan, and not as individuals per se. In summary, Sumbanese people are not equal
before the law—the adat law.
So far this description has highlighted only some of the basic principles of the adat

system in Sumba, related to land, labour, capital and social differentiation. There are
many more nuances and further complications due to change processes on the island
to which adat responds. And for some new situations there are no customary rules
available.

A Case Study of Adat and Land Acquisition

One of those recent changes is land acquisition for large-scale agricultural projects. In
the past, government officials and entrepreneurs developed plans for such projects in
Sumba, but hardly any initiatives materialised (McCarthy, Vel, and Afiff 2012).
However, recently, big Indonesian companies have begun investing in Sumba, not
only with plans on paper, but with real land preparation, plant nurseries and building
activities (Vel, McCarthy, and Zen 2016; Makambombu 2016). The case described
below illustrates that there is no agreement on who has authority over adat land, or
who can rightfully represent adat communities in negotiations about land. It also
shows that non-elites and people critical about plantation projects are excluded
from negotiations about transforming adat land into plantations. The case further-
more reveals how a plantation company has opportunistically used adat symbols,
and strengthened power imbalances within the adat community to serve its economic
interests.
In 2012, one of Indonesia’s largest business conglomerates, the Djarum Group, was

exploring areas of Sumba for expanding sugar production. They sought a large area
of empty land with sufficient water, suitable soil and climate conditions for growing
sugar cane, and for deploying mechanical harvesting techniques. A previous
attempt to establish sugarcane cultivation in the west of the island by another con-
glomerate, the Wilmar Group, had not been successful (see Vel, McCarthy, and Zen
2016), but Djarum opted for East Sumba. The district government welcomes large-
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scale agricultural investments because of their positive effect on the district gross dom-
estic product. After a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was signed by the
company and the district head, the district government designated land for the
company to acquire in several areas of the coastal plains, areas where other plantation
companies had previously been active, in particular a cotton plantation. The head of
the tourism department heard about this plan and offered land belonging to his clan as
a site for the sugarcane nursery. The district issued a location permit in 2015 for
exploring nearly 53,000 hectares for sugarcane production. Included was an area in
sub-district Umalulu, close to Wanga Village.
The permit described the land as ‘state land’, but as the Wanga village head

explained in an interview, the villagers viewed the land as common clan property
that had become part of the territory (swapraja) of the Raja of Umalulu during colo-
nial times. Using this historical argument to claim his authority over adat land, a des-
cendant of that raja took part in the negotiations between the district government and
the sugarcane company and gave his approval for the company to use the land. The
company treated him as the leader representing his people.
The villagers had a different view concerning land ownership. They argued that the

land is the adat land of two specific clans and has never been state property, and that
the raja’s descendant was not ‘the lord of the land’. When the company explained its
plantation plans to the local population in June 2015 its spokesmen said that the
company would not occupy any land currently in use by the local farmers, nor use
their grazing pastures or destroy forests. They also assured them that the plantation
would not have a negative effect on local rice irrigation. In other words: the
company would not harm the local people’s access to land and water. At the end of
that information meeting, all attendees were requested to sign four copies of the
attendance list, which the company later used as evidence of local farmers’ approval
of the plans.6

In the following year, the company started preparation works, and it offered the vil-
lagers an amount of money per individual household, using the expression uang sirih
pinang (areca nut and betel money). Uang sirih pinang is, according to custom, a sym-
bolic gift to the landlord clan confirming good social relations and allowing temporary
use for growing one’s own food. However, the sugarcane company interpreted accep-
tance of this gift as permission to use the villager’s land for establishing the plantation.
The company did not directly hand out the sirih pinang money to the villagers but
instead asked the village government to distribute the funds. It also assigned some
members of the village elite as labour recruiters. Both tasks increased power imbal-
ances in the village. After only two years the largest impact that the plantation
would have on village life became clear. Despite initial promises, the company used
so much water upstream of the village that it harmed rice irrigation, and even
caused shortages of clean drinking water. There were hardly any adat rules or argu-
ments that the villagers could use in protection of their water resources.
Meanwhile in 2017 a new and democratically elected village head began to protest

against the company’s activities. The company officials refused direct contact and
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referred all protest and questions to Raja Umalulu’s grandson, with whom they had
negotiated previously. Because the latter protected the interests of the company,
protest against the company thus was perceived as protest against this adat leader,
in other words, as subversive behaviour within the larger adat community.
In Wanga Village counter forces at work weakened support for adat arguments that

contested land dispossession. Some villagers—among them Savunese who could not
make adat land claims—welcomed the plantation because it offered them employ-
ment. One of them described it as ‘a gift of God’. Other local proponents of the planta-
tion stood to benefit from the compensation payments that the company promised to
offer land owners.
In early 2017 AMAN came to Sumba in support of the opponents of the plantation

who argued that the land was adat land and could not be taken by the plantation
company without proper consent from the adat landowners. However, determining
who the most legitimate adat owners were was not easy and caused disputes among
clans. AMAN used their approach of participatory mapping, and this revealed the
difference between the villagers who actually cultivated the land and those who
claimed adat land ownership. The intervention of AMAN gradually turned the
focus of the protest to land ownership and compensation; in this process, attention
moved away from the issues that had been prominent in initial protests, such as the
shortage of irrigation water in Wanga due to the plantation’s water grabbing.
This case study touches upon many issues regarding adat regulation—whether

through obeying traditional norms and values, or by applying more specific adat
rules. Who has authority concerning use of adat land? Who can rightfully represent
adat communities? Why did the plantation company use adat symbols in seeking
approval from the local farmers? How did the company strengthen power imbalances
within the adat community for its economic interests? One way of answering these
questions is by analysing the differing ways in which adat is being strategically framed.

Framing Adat

How we think about, describe and analyse adat depends on what we want to know and
in which academic, policy or discursive context the debate is located. Adat researchers
—but also politicians, journalists or activists who refer to adat—focus their audience’s
attention on certain aspects of adat and place them within a field of meaning. They
influence the perceptions of their audience, not only by providing information and
explanation, but also by indicating how to think about the issue at hand. In theoretical
terms this activity is referred to as framing. The concept of ‘frame’ originates in the
work of Gregory Bateson who coined the term in theorising social interaction
through interactive messages that operate as a form of meta-communication to
convey the sender’s understanding of a particular action or situation (Bateson
1972). Referring to a picture frame separating a painting from its background is a
way of inviting the viewer to create an interpretation, a frame serves to provide
meaning to what the viewer sees or experiences. Producing such frames is a core
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activity of social movements, like the adat movement in Indonesia (van der Muur
2019, 77). A social movement needs a collectively shared, coherent view that identifies
aggrieved victims and those who are to blame (Benford and Snow 2000, 616). Such
framing commonly uses concepts that are already familiar and have wide social accep-
tance, in order to mobilise a wide constituency. Indigeneity social movements in Indo-
nesia use adat as a framing device, as a concept that ties history, land and law (Henley
and Davidson 2008). For the context of policy processes—applicable for the case of
land acquisition for plantations—framing is defined as ‘a process in and through
which policy-relevant actors inter-subjectively construct the meanings of the policy-
relevant situations in which they are involved, whether directly or as onlookers or sta-
keholders’ (van Hulst and Yanow 2016, 97). More concretely, the actors who are doing
the framing engage in sense-making, selecting, naming, categorising and storytelling
(van Hulst and Yanow 2016, 92). Framing is an analytical approach commonly
used in studies about access to justice (Bedner and Vel 2010) that has recently been
applied to adat studies.

Five Ways of Framing Adat in Sumba

In this section we link the case study presented above to five common ways of framing
adat in Sumba (the forms of adat documented in the anthropological literature), high-
lighting the context in which framing narratives developed; how the dominant actors
selected, named and categorised matters according to their interests; and how they
created narratives around adat.

Adat Combined with the Christian Religion

The idea that adat is flexible and adjustable if circumstances require can be linked to a
discussion on the question of whether adat and Christianity are opposed or can be
combined. Since the second part of the nineteenth century, Dutch Protestant Christian
missionaries have been active on Sumba. The oldest written sources about adat in
Sumba are articles, reports and letters of colonial government officials and the
Dutch missionaries (van den End 1987, 44). One missionary while justifying the
mission’s interventions in Sumba—before an audience of church authorities in the
Netherlands who were deciding on mission priorities—depicted the situation in
Sumba around the turn of the twentieth century as one of chaos and violence (Wie-
lenga 1913). He explained that in the nineteenth century, Sumba was known to gov-
ernment and traders from outside as the island of slaves, horses and sandalwood.
Sumbanese leaders would send their troops to raid villages outside their own territory,
and barter the captives for rice or gun powder with traders from Ende in Flores and
Makassar in Sulawesi. The commercial demand for slaves thereby reinforced and
intensified the continuation of Sumbanese social class differentiation. Captured
slaves were treated as trade commodities, pure labour and ‘the object of the big
men’s cruelty and bloodthirstiness’ (Wielenga 1913, 127). This missionary’s framing
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of adat was very negative, connecting adat to slavery and despotism, and arguing that
the Christian religion together with state law should replace adat.
However, while living on Sumba Island the missionaries found themselves in

another discursive context. They observed that for Sumbanese government leaders,
reverends, teachers and congregation members, adat was the local legal system that
pertained to all aspects of life, including rules for dispute settlement, family law and
land governance. In the 1920–30s the Protestant Christian missionaries conducted
heated debates about whether all of adat should be abolished or just parts of it (van
den End 1987, 340–342). Proponents of the latter course argued that praying, worship-
ping and offering to the ancestors—the religious part of adat—should be prohibited,
but that ethical, legal, economic and social customs could be maintained and adjusted
to Christian norms (Lambooy 1933).

The Authority of Adat Elites to Rule and Represent

Government officials were the actors who deployed a second way of framing adat. By
the end of the nineteenth century, the colonial government needed local officials for
the governance system of indirect rule (McWilliam 2006, 48). The government
selected some of the traditional domain leaders and appointed each of them as the
overall leader or raja (king) of a bounded administrative territory (swapraja, self-gov-
erning territories) while serving as local rulers for indirect rule (Kapita 1976b). With
their position in the colonial rule system, the raja increased their power relative to
other customary leaders, which created hierarchy between previously autonomous
clan leaders. Because internal affairs were a matter which the rajas could deal with
according to their own customs, the colonial indirect rule system supported the con-
tinuation of adat law. The interest of the colonial government was to create a safe
environment for legal trade, considering that in the nineteenth century the sea
around Sumba was not safe for passing ships, and slave trade was by then illegal (Wie-
lenga 1913). A military campaign in 1906 was aimed at the ‘pacification’ of the island.
The missions then established schools and invited the children of the raja and other
nobility as their first pupils. The effect was that these elite children became the first
generation of educated Sumbanese, who then could serve in the local government
administration. Consequently, Sumbanese of the highest traditional social class also
held the highest local government positions. State and adat rule could coexist. An
article written by a Dutch government official in 1950 describes how the Council of
Sumba (SumbaRaad)—the governance institution consisting of Sumbanese leaders
—prioritised adat over state law as much as possible in matters relating to land and
forests (Ouwehand 1951). The official noticed that in the discussions about regulations
for preventing bush fires, tensions existed between the interests of the nobility as
owners of large herds of horses, and commoner clan members who depended on cul-
tivating food crops. After Indonesian independence the trend continued and local
nobility occupied local state leadership positions. This led to a positive framing of
adat: adat could coexist with state rule, and it justified the leadership of local elites.
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Up to the time of writing, the normative elite narrative continues in the arguments that
descendants of the raja are most entitled to represent the local population and their
adat rights, especially in negotiations with plantation companies. The narrative also
claims that the lower classes are well protected and taken care of within the social com-
munity of the clan.

Adat, Cultural Identity and Clan Hierarchy

Meanwhile, adat was not only a tool of elite politics but also the term used for the cus-
tomary rules and norms that the Sumbanese practised in daily life and at ceremonial
events. Therefore, the third framing of adat concerns Sumbanese cultural identity.
Foreign scholars had various objectives in conducting studies to understand local
culture. Louis Onvlee described many customary rules in a normative way, together
with his local researcher Oemboe Hina Kapita (Onvlee 1973; Kapita 1976a). Their
‘project’ was to translate the Bible into vernacular languages and to do that they
had to acquire a deep understanding of the local culture and norms. From the
1970s on, foreign anthropologists became fascinated by the structure and performance
of adat—defined in the widest cultural sense—in eastern Indonesia, including Sumba
(Forth 1981; Needham 1987; Adams 1974; Goh 1991; Forshee 2000). The studies
investigated, for example, the symbolic meaning of weaving patterns, ritual speech
and the meaning and performance of rituals, with a community-internal focus. In
the 1980s other foreign anthropologists conducted thematic studies in Sumba. For
example, Hoskins (1994) studied the concept of time; Webb Keane (1997, 2007) the
articulation of the vernacular with a universal religion. While the central questions
in these studies addressed academic debates within anthropology, they also provide
a wealth of information on local identity politics (Kuipers 1990; Hoskins 1986; Vel
2008; Twikromo 2008). Their informants were mostly local elites who could explain
best about culture and ways of thinking, and who had mastered the skill of ritual
speech (Keane 1997). These studies include subjects that are very relevant for under-
standing present-day adat land politics. For example, the case study above mentioned
how the plantation company paid uang sirih pinang as compensation for land use.
That concept traditionally referred to a material gift (horses and metal pendants)
that a tenant would give to the ‘lord of the land’ clan for using some land while secur-
ing the patronage of the land-owning clan (Forth 1981, 251–253). It gave use rights
within a specific social relationship, but that is not equal to a modern renting contract.
In the Reformasi period of the early 2000s there was renewed domestic scholarly

interest in local cultures, and Sumbanese intellectuals started to write about their
own culture. Many Sumbanese who had lived in other parts of Indonesia as students,
or worked in academia or the bureaucracy, became interested in their traditional
culture which they referred to as ‘adat’. The discursive context of regional autonomy
occurred after the end of the New Order period (1966–98) in which the promotion of
local cultural identity was regarded as subverting the nation’s unity. Some of these
intellectuals felt the urge to codify adat, describing the rules and procedures of the
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main adat ceremonies in East Sumba (Woha 2007). Umbu Pura Woha’s book, for
example, is written from the perspective of a state official, commenting that ‘the
implementation of adat is often not in accordance with the actual adat law (of East
Sumba), in particular when assessed on whether it contributes to progress or other
national development goals’ (Woha 2007). It illustrates how state and adat can be
aligned. Woha aimed to create a guide to authentic adat (adat yang sebenarnya),
implicitly claiming timelessness, while paying no attention to differences in interpret-
ation or changes in what people accept as the adat rules. Following the earlier work of
Kapita (1976a), Woha’s book also contains a description of the clans residing in East
Sumba. Such local historiography provides arguments for legitimising the land claims
of particular clans in disputes with other clans.

Adat as Social Security and Burden for Community Members

The fourth way of framing emphasises adat as a cluster of rules governing the local
economy, including ceremonial exchange. Adat in this sense concerns the shared
values with regard to the material and social sustenance of the community (Gudeman
2001, 27), which Andrew McWilliam (2009, 163) has referred to as ‘the spiritual
commons’ in the context of eastern Indonesia. In practical terms, access to agricultural
land, organising help to build houses, working in the fields, arrangements for sharing and
distributing food, deciding who would be a suitable wife or husband, settling disputes
and determining appropriate sanctions are all daily matters regulated by adat rules
(Vel 1994). The local expression ‘arranging adat’ refers to the material reciprocal obli-
gations in the ceremonial exchange between households, mostly around weddings and
funerals. Those who act in accordance with customary rules, position themselves in
the traditional social hierarchy (lower or higher, and bride-giver or bride-taker) and
confirm their community membership when they give the type and size of gifts that
their peers and the ancestors expect (Keane 1997, 181–182). Not showing up at a cere-
monial event or presenting another type or a low-quality gift is embarrassing. The con-
sequence of such bad behaviour is that it will reduce the potential reciprocal gifts and
help in the future. In a society with many natural hazards and risks, and very little
formal social security arrangements, such reciprocal help is vital for survival. But such
helpmay, at the time of writing, be just theoretical, due to changing circumstances. Com-
panies from outside the island have entered the economy, government intervention has
become very important in villages, local elites now share or combine adat with democra-
tically elected leadership, and villagers are now in communication with the world outside
their village. However, the ceremonial economy has not been replaced by the market
economy but, rather, the two systems co-exist (McWilliam 2009, 174).
Many poor villagers complain in daily conversations that adat obligations are a

heavy burden, but they see no escape options. In our research on household vulner-
ability in 2016 we found, for example, that in a relatively poor village 42 per cent of
the respondents mentioned adat obligations as one of the factors causing household
crisis. State social protection programmes provide some relief to poor households
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but, in structural terms, such households depend on support of their traditional social
networks. Realising this dependency, they will not easily protest against leaders in
those networks—their own adat elites. The strength of the plantation company’s strat-
egy to adopt the raja’s grandson as the representative of the local population and refer
all protest to him, lies in that dependency of the community members on their elites.
Piers Gillespie pointed out this dimension of power, arguing that the powerful prevent
the formation of grievances by shaping perceptions, cognitions and preferences in
such a way as to ensure the acceptance of a certain role in the existing order (Gillespie
2016, 312).
Finally, for some important problems that commoners experience in daily life, there

are no adat rules available for resolution. For example, concerning water, there are
local rules in areas where droughts occur frequently that pertain to the right to dig
a well and protection of springs, but these rules apply to the traditional and limited
use of the water resources by local community members only. Water shortages and
water pollution caused by a large plantation are problems beyond the scope of such
adat rules. Therefore, indigeneity NGOs that assist local communities in their struggle
against water and land grabbing rather concentrate on adat related to land—even
though it might divert attention from the most pressing community problems.

Sumbanese Adat in National Adat Campaigns

The national NGO AMAN has been the most important institutional advocate for
indigenous rights in Indonesia since its founding in 1999 (Henley and Davidson
2008, 822). Its framing of adat supports the national campaigns for reclaiming adat
land from the state, in particular from the Ministry of Forestry. In this perspective,
Sumba provides another case for reference in AMAN’s national framing of adat as
the human rights of indigenous people. The activities on Sumba contribute constitu-
ency (on paper) for AMAN in gaining support from the president for recognition of
adat communities and their forest land and pushing the parliament to pass the Bill on
Recognition of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.
While AMAN has built a network of branch NGOs in the regions over many years,

the branch in Sumba was established only recently, in February 2017.7 The list of
demands that resulted from the first meeting indicates how AMAN’s national
framing of adat is applied to Sumba, for example, by assuming that adat communities
are clearly delineated and that there is a separation between state and adat commu-
nities. The recommendations are all directed towards the four district governments
of Sumba: including to ‘make a district regulation about adat communities’, ‘cancel
the plantation permits that the government has issued’, and ‘provide government
funding for rebuilding major adat houses’. All demands support adat community
claims in general, but there seems to be no discussion on leadership, representation,
local adat land rules or the impact of legalisation of adat communities on the internal
distribution of rights to land and resources. Such a helicopter perspective on adat in
Sumba is also clear from AMAN’s website that shows the mapping of adat
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communities—indicating that the population of the island is conceived as one adat com-
munity.8 This notion supports the political claims by local leaders that they can rep-
resent the whole population of the plantation area. Opportunities thus exist for the
elite to capture plantation benefits when the authority for adat representation in land
deals is not defined and when government subsidies are used to restore adat houses
as power symbols of the elite.

Conclusion

How does strategic adat framing provide discursive power in land acquisition politics?
In general, strategic framing contributes to the legitimation of the actors’ claims and
draws allies to the cause they promote, thereby increasing their power in negotiations
(Hall, Hirsch, and Li 2011, 170).
In the case of Sumba categories of actors legitimise their positions regarding planta-

tion development by using adat arguments in contrasting ways. First, adat leaders use
adat arguments to strengthen their position. In negotiations with companies, a
member of the nobility class usually acts as though he were the landlord for the com-
munal lands of his clan’s domain. While the company officials gladly accept such a
single representative, in Sumba representation of customary land ownership is
always contested and the self-acclaimed representative has no full mandate of his tra-
ditional domain members. When adat leaders also occupy a high-rank position in the
district government they can accumulate the powers derived from both positions,
combining support from their clan members and access to clan resources with state
power. In the case of the plantation project in East Sumba they can refer to adat
when it suits their interests, and to state law in the opposite situation.
For the plantation company, adat law is not a threat when it can be used in favour of

company interests. It opens options for divide and rule strategies. To invite one single
representative of all the land owners to the land acquisition negotiations appeals to the
historical leadership with which district government-cum adat elites can identify. The
argument appears still valid in practice, despite the raja’s representative legitimacy
being based on a colonial invention, which has lost its meaning in the present situation
of district democracy. The raja’s grandson’s self-ascribed role as representative land
owner was contested and created disputes between clans that referred to their own
versions of the history of prior land occupation. Such clan disputes undermine the
potential of a protest movement, however. Directing sirih pinang money to selected
village elites had a similar effect of increasing tensions between village factions. The
company used the symbolic meaning of sirih pinang money—a sign of good social
relations—as another way of asserting the legitimacy of its actions and hence suppres-
sing protest.
How the operation of AMAN’s common national framing of adat will work out in

East Sumba is ambiguous. Mapping adat land might justify the claims of adat elites,
including state officials who live in the capital town and are alienated from their
clan territories. Adat land mapping as a core activity also implies inviting solutions
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for land problems only, diverting attention away from the problems of pollution and
water shortage. The combination of the company’s focus on sirih pinang money and
AMAN’s emphasis on adat land mapping easily leads to a shared interest in an agree-
ment on compensation payments for registered land owners and ignoring other issues,
such as water grabbing.
Meanwhile, it is hard for common community members to link adat to their inter-

ests in keeping access to land and water secure and safe. For them adat pertains pri-
marily to meeting their material obligations of ceremonial exchange, which will assure
their inclusion in the community and provide informal social security. That comes at
the cost of dependency on the patronage of adat leaders and prevents them from
turning their grievances into protest or legal actions.
A general lesson from this article is that national pro-adat policies can harm the

interests in the common adat community members because of the elites’ capture of
associated political processes. In circumstances like those on Sumba, the factors facil-
itating such harm include: ‘adat community’ as the majority of the population; internal
social hierarchy and patronage; merging of adat elite and district government; and co-
optation of adat community representation by land-grabbing corporations. We rec-
ommend that future academic research on adat that is linked to natural resources
pay more attention to the adat community’s internal differentiation and interests,
and analyse the use of adat rules in the context of modern power politics.
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Notes

[1] Bali Property Indonesia. Accessed August 16 2019. https://www.bali-property-indonesia.com/.
[2] Population of the sub-districts Waingapu city and Kambera are combined as ‘urban

population’.
[3] This is a well-informed estimate by Makambombu because official statistics on ethnic compo-

sition of the population are lacking.
[4] For elaborate normative descriptions of Sumbanese society, culture and traditions see Umbu

Hina Kapita (1976a) and Forth (1981).
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[5] For more detail and nuance about general, balanced and negative reciprocity see Sahlins (1974),
Vel (1994) and Keane (1997).

[6] Makambombu interviewed the former village head of Wanga Village (2008–15), Wanga, East
Sumba, June 23 2017.

[7] Information about the first meeting of AMAN Sumba and the advocacy demands were pub-
lished on the AMAN website on February 27 2017. Accessed April 3 2019. http://www.
aman.or.id/resolusi-dan-rekomendasi-muswil-aman-sumba/.

[8] The map of AMAN members across Indonesia is published on the AMAN website. Accessed
April 3 2019. http://www.aman.or.id/peta/.
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