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“Festivity Without Feast”: Autonomy, Prosperity, Mutuality 

and Inequality in a Mentawai Village 
 

Darmanto  

Oriental Institute, Czech Academy of Sciences 

 

Abstract 

 

Among the Mentawai, autonomy, prosperity, and mutuality are core values that foster their 

egalitarian ethos. In the last few decades, they have reconfigured these values in their quest 

for equality with outsiders who have consistently looked down upon them. The state encourages 

and facilitates their pursuit by establishing a centralised village, implementing development 

projects, and promoting engagement in commodity production. These processes direct 

productive work results towards household livelihoods, legitimising wealth accumulation and 

sidelining sharing practices. In seeking equality with outsiders, the realisation of autonomy 

and productivity increasingly leads to internal inequality, which is the antithesis of their 

egalitarian quest and becomes an end in itself. The emergence of elites (sautek) who act as 

mediators between the Mentawai, outsiders, and external authorities further signals the rise of 

social inequality. This article suggests that pursuing autonomy and prosperity within the 

context of state formation is central to transforming the egalitarian ethos among an acephalous 

society. 

 

Keywords: Value, autonomy, prosperity, inequality, state, village, cash crops 

 

Introduction: Festivity Without Feasts 

When I recently observed a communal work team constructing the village drainage system in 

Muntei during my fieldwork in summer 2024, a worker half-jokingly asked me to join in so I 

could see how hard it was to work on the community’s infrastructure projects. He claimed they 

were paid a low daily wage but worked eagerly, as their labour contributes to creating a better, 

healthier, and more beautiful village that their children and grandchildren will be proud of. 

Another worker gave a different assessment, talking enthusiastically about the village’s 

development and thanking the government for funding it and teaching them about progress. 

Yet another worker expressed the pain of receiving orders and working under the authority of 

his fellow villager. The worker further explained:  

Look, we are lucky that we settled in this village. We are sick of floods in the 

old settlement. Coconuts and cloves didn’t grow there. There was no church. 

No nurse took care of ill people. Now we have a prosperous community. Tin 

roofs. Brick houses. Paved roads. Nobody is naked. We have a school. We all 

worked hard to build a better village, but not everybody gets the same amount 
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of the development cake. The village looks like a community feast. But 

workers like us are like hunting dogs. We get the bone while the leaders get 

the meat.  

The worker’s words illustrate the Muntei villagers’ ambivalence about living in a 

government village. Ongoing development projects have brought paved roads, water 

installations, and other public infrastructure improvements. People enjoy a collective and 

bustling atmosphere reminiscent of a communal feast, where greetings and conversation are 

the most salient features. Young men and women have ample time to socialise with their peers 

in the church, school, or local kiosks, or on the volleyball pitch. The vibrancy of village life 

makes it more appealing than a solitary hut in the gardens. The village is a pleasant place where 

people can break free from the backwardness of the past (Persoon 2002; Eindhoven 2019) and 

savour the feeling of progress. Another attraction of the village is the diversity of livelihoods, 

as it provides more opportunities than restrictions. People can have relative autonomy over the 

type of productive work they pursue, whether that is traditional gardening, cash-crop 

production, off-farm activities, or cash-for-work from state development projects.  

While the village offers prosperity and conviviality, it also creates a new situation 

where people feel unequal and lack genuine social interaction. The younger generation laments 

that they do not have the same opportunities to benefit from development. A few people attain 

political authority from external agencies and transform their power into economic wealth. The 

elders bemoan the lack of genuine sociality, as they spend most of their time producing cash 

crops instead of tending fruit trees and pigs and organising communal rituals, echoing what 

Reeves (1994) found in the upstream government settlement. Now they have more biscuits, 

rice, and sugar, but less pork and game meat to share. The lack of frequent communal feasts 

means they do not often eat meat together, which represents a lack of cohesion, solidarity, and 

mutuality (Darmanto 2024; Singh, Kaptchuk, & Henry 2021). One villager sums up their life 

in the village as “festivity without feasts”. They enjoy a vibrant and festive ambience, yet they 

also experience the absence of shared meals, the emergence of sharper inequality, and a lack 

of mutuality. The idiom is not merely indicating“the jumble of anxieties, aspirations and 

dilemmas” (Chua, 2014; 736) that characterise the relations of a stateless society with state-led 

development. I argue that it reveals the dynamic of the production, realisation, and 

transformation of key social value which drives people’s motivation and willingness to adopt 

new practices, as the Mentawai primarily express the realisation of important values through 

food vocabularies (Darmanto 2020).   
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The article explores the Muntei people’s struggle to balance their key, yet hierarchical, 

values—especially autonomy, prosperity, equality and mutuality—in the context of state 

formation. These are the central values that have animated Mentawai ideas of a good person 

and the good life (Darmanto 2020). Autonomy means the capacity to live with a measure of 

economic self-sufficiency and the freedom to live, act, and work as one wishes in one’s 

ancestral land without following external orders. It involves self-assertion and the mediation 

and recognition of others. Prosperity means fecundity and is a sign of productiveness: the 

power or efficacy to regenerate the vital resources that allow individual households and clans 

to live contentedly. Traditionally, individual households and clans achieved autonomy and 

prosperity primarily by rejecting formal leadership, limiting wealth accumulation through 

requests and demands, producing sufficient food on their ancestral land, and raising new 

generations. However, the pursuit of these values can instigate negative or “shadow values” 

(Willerslev, 2013: 14), such as selfishness, violent competition, and social distancing. To 

elevate the positive values of autonomy and prosperity, and to suppress negative values, the 

Mentawai collectively participate in various social acts of mutual participation (makere), 

primarily through communal feasts and mundane generosity. Mutual participation, or what I 

call mutuality, is thus a more encompassing and “comprehensive” value (Munn, 1986; 20) 

generated and realised when nobody is subjugated and everyone can develop valuable and 

livable social relationships.  

This article, however, not merely indexes these values but examines the dynamics and 

dialectical relationship between values and social change. The article demonstrates that values 

are not inert but are always relational and contextually negotiated, enacted, and transformed in 

different social contexts. Analysing the transformation of values can help elucidate how and 

why external stimuli can be integrated into an existing social schema (Fajans 1988; Sahlins 

1985; Sommerschuh 2022) or profound changes can occur in the pursuit of continuity (Buitron 

2020). Radical change occurs when old values are replaced by new ones, as Sahlins (1992) 

argues, or when a new value is established, as Graeber (2001; 2013) claims. Others suggest 

that cultural change happens when the relationships between key values have changed 

(Robbins 2004; 2005) or new practices realise and reassert a certain value but encroach upon 

other values (Sommerschuh 2022; Remme 2021; Buitron 2020). My article contributes to this 

discussion by showing that new social practices in Muntei realise and reassert both positive 

and negative values, yet the new practices to generate a “positive value transformation” (Munn, 

1986: 20). The implication is that the new practices reconfigure the relations between the 

structure of value so that negative and positive values are no longer mediated, thereby creating 
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unresolved tension. The consequence of this dynamic tension is not the emergence of new 

conflicts, as Sommerschuh (2022) observes among the Aari community, but, I argue, rather an 

instability of value realisation in which the positive and negative values are both 

simultaneously constituted, shifted, and entangled in situated practices (Remme, 2021:74) 

without being transformed into something more “comprehensive and powerful” (Munn, 1986: 

21).  

To support my argument, I first describe the main historical developments that explain 

why the Mentawai in Muntai embraced the idea of a sedentary village. Then I examine how 

the Mentawai have reconfigured their understandings of autonomy, prosperity, equality, and 

mutuality in a new context. The following section then describes how state development and 

commodity production alter the dynamic relations between social actors and their social acts, 

and how this transformation reconfigures the dialectical relationships of autonomy, prosperity, 

and mutuality. The third section explains how the newly introduced political institutions lack 

a mechanism to compel autonomous and prosperous individuals to invest in social practices 

that elevate positive values, instead facilitating the transformation of negative values. The 

ethnographic material in all sections is primarily drawn from 18 months of fieldwork (from 

2012 to 2014) undertaken for my MPhil and PhD theses, as well as a brief visit (5 weeks) in 

2024 for a research project on the indigenous conceptualisation of food insecurity and social 

value. I employed various methods, including focus group discussions (FGDs), interviews, and 

participant observation. Historical and secondary data were gathered from government and 

missionary archives, primarily through the KITLV library and collection, as well as NGO 

reports and local newspapers.  

The Birth of a Village and the Rise of Sautek 

A centralised settlement is an alien concept for the Mentawai, the indigenous people living on 

the Mentawai Islands (West Sumatra). The various terms used for a settlement (kampung, 

barasi, dusun, and desa) are recent borrowings from Malay and Indonesian. Historically, the 

Mentawai had been scattered across their ancestral land and organised themselves into 

autonomous, patrilineal, and exogamous groups called uma, which structure rituals, political 

decisions, and land ownership. An uma consists of one, a few, or dozens of self-sufficient 

nuclear families (lalep), totalling anywhere from two to about one hundred individuals. It has 

many characteristics of “open aggregation” relations (Sillander 2019, 72) or “anarchic 

societies” (Gibson and Sillander, 2011: 1), such as perpetual membership change and constant 

diffusion and fission based on various narratives of differentiation (Reeves 2001). Hence, an 
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uma is not a stable and unchanging unit of self-identification, but an ongoing social construct 

that changes over time. Nonetheless, the social ties among members of an uma are primarily 

egalitarian, which also applies to the relations between umas. Their egalitarian political ethos 

motivated the Mentawai to maintain a dispersed residential arrangement and cultivate complex 

gardens consisting of both subsistence and cash crops on their land, away from the gaze of 

others. Distance is essential, as without the spatial buffer, they would face “mimetic” conflicts 

and become subject to others’ desires (Hammons 2010).  

At the end of the 19th century, Dutch officials sought to civilise the Mentawai and 

introduced seven policies to achieve this (Bakker 1999), prioritising the suppression of 

headhunting and establishing centralised settlements. These policies, implemented with the 

help of missionaries, were an attempt to change the “lazy, underdeveloped and stupid” (Hansen 

1914: 32) or, in the words of a missionary, to transform “the distress of poor people trapped in 

terror of evil” into “progress and productive” work (Börger 1932; 14). Most policies did not 

succeed, as the Dutch lacked a clear implementation programme and recognised their 

limitations and the vulnerability of their position living surrounded by the Mentawai (Bakker 

1999; Persoon 1986). However, the Mentawai saw the pacification and the idea of a centralised 

settlement as important historical moments, because they broke the chain of constant fear of 

violent feuds (Hammons 2010; Schefold 2007) and encouraged most of the uma to live closer 

to each other.   

After Indonesia’s independence, the provincial government of West Sumatra continued 

the Dutch policy, forcing the Mentawai to adopt one of the official religions (Sihombing 1979; 

Coronese 1986). The government also sent a police force to order the scattered uma to join a 

newly established centralised settlement denoted by the Malay word kampung. If an uma 

refused to move to a kampung, the police and military troops burnt down or demolished their 

houses. Alongside violence and coercion, the police also brought rice seeds and encouraged 

the Mentawai to engage in cash crop production. Even more consequential than coercion was 

the establishment of civil governance in the everyday organisation of the Mentawai through 

the appointment of local leaders. In the 1970s, the central government launched the OPKM 

(Otorita Pengembangan Kepulauan Mentawai/Mentawai Islands Development Authority), the 

first coordinated attempt to modernise Mentawaians by establishing a larger settlement (OPKM 

1978). With funding from logging operations, the OPKM promised churches, schools, teachers, 

and nurses to all uma in Siberut Hulu and further upstream if they agreed to relocate to Muntei. 

Following a nationally uniform template of the new 1979 Village Law, Muntei, like other 
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villages in the archipelago, was officially established as a government village in 1981, and the 

term kampung was changed to village (desa).  

While external interest suggests top-down state formation, most people firmly reject 

the idea that the government forced them to dwell in Muntei. They wanted to live in a new 

place to access better conditions. This desire was also shaped by the Mentawai idea of framing 

a major move as a historic event and a way to exercise their agency. Moving to and settling in 

a new place is not unusual in Mentawai history (Tulius 2012; Darmanto 2016). People 

constantly moving, claiming and occupying new places until all the terrestrial space in the 

Mentawai archipelago had been discovered, claimed, or cultivated. These places are a chronicle 

of events and relations, including family feuds, bad deaths, headhunting, exogamous marriages, 

peace rituals, and inter-clan ties. Most Muntei people claim that moving to a village is a 

transformative moment that offers a better life, characterised by the cultivation of productive 

cash crops, a steady income, improved clothing, and housing. They frequently refer to the 

village as barasi, which is derived from a Minangkabau word meaning “clean”. Humans build 

dwellings in such places, which stand in contrast to not-so-clean spaces (bakkat seksek), such 

as forests, sago gardens, and old settlements. The decision of people in Muntei to embrace the 

village cannot be separated from their official status as a backwards and isolated community—

a status constructed through a long process of marginalisation (Tsing 1993; Li 1999). Moving 

to a village is a way of “being seen like the state” (Timmer 2010) and making a positive 

response to the “centre” of power by adopting a new form of livelihood and governance. 

The village eventually persuaded the laleps from different umas to live alongside each 

other. While the settlement did not diminish each uma’s constructed identity, which was based 

on particular places, stories, myths, events, and history, it did compel them to develop a new 

non-violent ethos and expand their horizontal relationships, moving beyond the vertical 

(genealogical) associations and story-making of differentiation (Reeves 1994) that typically 

represent their primary social identification. Horizontal relations fostered a sense of belonging 

to a place and introduced the somewhat distinct principle of locality into genealogy. While the 

identity and loyalty of an uma and its members to their original places, genealogies, and stories 

remain prevalent, people are gradually identifying themselves as “Indonesian people from 

Muntei”, a constructed identity that emphasises Indonesian-ness and the village as the primary 

social identifier.  

Unlike typical anti-state societies (Clastres 1987; Scott 2009), the residents of Muntei 

have gradually welcomed government authority and sociopolitical institutions, such as the 

village administration, schools, and the police. Religious authority established a similar 
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structure that connected the community and the trans-regional Church or Islamic institutions. 

These authorities gradually introduced alien political forces, complicating any principle of 

negotiated autonomy and equality that traditional social organisation might have achieved. The 

establishment of new institutions became inevitable as the post-New Order development 

project centred on the proliferation of new administrative units (sub-districts, villages, hamlets) 

(Carroll 2009; Antlov 2019). Furthermore, decentralisation introduced the discourse of putra 

daerah (Eindhoven 2007), shifting the occupation of these offices to Mentawaians rather than 

non-Mentawaians. While the villagers were appointed to those positions, they are not rooted in 

an egalitarian or traditional setting; instead, the legitimacy of these leaders depends on the 

institutional framework sanctioned by the state and external authorities (Persoon 1988).  

The Muntei people have a special term, sautek, for such leaders. Meaning “those who 

have a head”, sautek connotes a person who understands what external authorities, especially 

the state, want and what the community expects from the state. The term sautek also 

encompasses church leaders or shop owners involved in development projects as contractors 

or creditors. Sautek often denotes an influential individual who is less engaged in gardening 

than the ordinary Mentawai and instead spends all day in a village office or shop, planning, 

reporting, calculating, participating in development projects, and distributing state funds. 

Sautek are distinguished from traditional non-political leaders, who manage the ritualised 

relations of their uma through their oratory skills and ability to communicate with spiritual 

powers (Loeb 1929a; Schefold 1970; Hammons 2012). Instead, sautek has essential assets for 

managing ties with state development, including formal education and literacy in the 

Indonesian language. As the term is associated with new sociopolitical and economic powers, 

people connect sautek with a new type of person emerging from their sedentarised life in the 

village, often called the new Mentawai (Mentawai sibau), who embody a new form of social 

hierarchy. Sautek represent the reconfiguration of the Mentawai idea of autonomy, prosperity, 

and mutuality. 

Autonomy, Prosperity, Equality and Mutuality  

Autonomy is not an emic term postulated by the Muntei people themselves, but it is definitely 

a cultural value that underpins the schema of life in Muntei. A virtuous and valued Mentawai 

person has certain socially perceptible qualities that indicate the importance of autonomy. In 

the Mentawai ontology, the body (tubbu) differentiates human persons from non-humans 

(animals, rainbows, spirits) (Schefold 1973; Loeb 1929b), but the mind or perspective (patuat) 

makes each human person unique, as it serves as a decision-making locus. A person who can 
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assert their patuat in decision-making and in relation to others is considered a complete, 

autonomous social being. Other important attributes of autonomous social actors are diligence 

and productiveness. Diligence (majolot tubbu) is associated with a person’s willingness to work 

creatively, indicating that carrying out a productive act as a result of one’s own will, without 

any instruction from others, is paramount. The diligent person contrasts with the lazy person 

(simabeili), who has a motionless body and an immobile patuat. Being mabeili is considered 

shameful as it signifies being dependent on and easily subject to the subordination of others. 

This means that diligence and productiveness are ideally aligned with one’s personal moods 

and preferences.  

Autonomy is enacted through living self-sufficiently and is facilitated by the dispersed 

residential arrangement, where people can live creatively and work productively away from 

the gaze of others but are always ready to enter into relationships. A person’s autonomy is 

acquired only through their capacity to have a sufficient livelihood and is intertwined with the 

value of prosperity (makayo). Makayo not only means having enough material resources but 

also encompasses having a larger family and more children, which is closely related to vitality, 

strength, health, and abundance in Southeast Asia and beyond (Fox 1995; Bloch and Parry 

1982; Buitron 2020). Prosperity is made visible by the products of one’s labour in the gardens 

and the growth of one’s family. Gardens are paramount because the critical product of the 

gardens, food, symbolises nurturing and is an active agent in creating dependents (children) 

and transforming them into autonomous social actors. Prosperity, therefore, can only be 

attained through a lalep (family), a social institution that enables men and women to share their 

creative labour and produce their house, gardens, and offspring.  

The Mentawai’s autonomy and prosperity rest on their aversion to others’ control, 

demands, or instruction and discomfort with anyone being wealthier or better than others. The 

pursuit of these values does not mean that Mentawai lives are free of conflicts and violence. 

Instead, autonomy and prosperity can instigate rivalry and competition that threaten the co-

existence of individuals and families. Possessing numerous gardens certainly generates social 

prestige. Yet, it can also be seen as hazardous, subterranean, and a threat to the cohesiveness 

of the uma and others, especially when the aim is to achieve prestige and prosperity for its own 

sake. Being diligent and industrious, and owning a larger garden, as well as a beautiful 

longhouse, are positive aspects; however, the pursuit of these activities is also “captured by its 

shadow and collapses into its opposite” (Willerslev, 2013:14), generating aggression, violence, 

and disrespect, which can contribute to the creation of social distance and hierarchy. Rivalry, 
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selfishness, stinginess, and greed often stem from shortcomings in recognising others’ 

autonomy and prosperity. 

When they encounter selfishness, violence, and social hierarchy, the Mentawai must 

establish social relationships that mitigate these negatives. The principal ways to prevent social 

tension and disruption in any uma are sharing food and eating together, both in everyday meals 

in a household and in the highly ritualised communal feast within the uma (Darmanto 2025). 

Eating together and sharing meat help negate the other side of autonomy—selfishness—and 

symbolise and manifest social solidarity and mutuality. Sharing is perhaps the most salient 

form of mutuality, and it is the primary means by which the Muntei people create and recreate 

their two fundamental and most important institutions: the lalep and the uma. It is in these 

institutions that the dialectical tension between positive values (autonomy, prosperity, and 

relatedness) and negative ones (stinginess, greed, and commanding) is constituted, balanced, 

and mediated. A communal feast demonstrates how the Mentawai developed a platform to 

navigate the tension between autonomy, prosperity and the negative impact of these values 

(Fajans 2006), serving to enact mutuality as the society’s most important value (Gibson 1988; 

Mauss, 1990: 101). The importance of sharing then makes eating alone the ultimate social 

transgression. Eating alone is strongly prohibited, as it represents an extreme form of 

selfishness and the antithesis of mutuality. In a society with no stratified social institutions, no 

fellow human being can punish the transgression of this social order but the spirit of the water 

and its embodiment, the crocodiles by drowning people or attack people (Schefold 2007). 

Mutuality here is not merely a precondition for a normative egalitarian ethos or the 

other side of autonomy (Buitron and Steinmuller, 2020: xxv) but the most important value that 

“mediates the fundamental contradiction” between the positive valuation of autonomy and 

prosperity and the negative valuation of inequality, selfishness, and hierarchy. More 

specifically, mutuality here refers to a form of collective participation in the social recognition 

of a social actor’s autonomy and prosperity. At the same time, it involves an acknowledgement 

of the negative potential of these values. While it carries connotations of encompassing (Munn, 

1986: 20), mutuality has many forms and shapes. It can be elaborate, as in a communal feast 

and ritual speech, but it can also be mundane, as when people share tobacco, fruit, or a garden, 

or offer others a bed for the night. It can be realised in moments of grief during a mortuary 

ritual or simply by attending lunch together. A common mutuality-asserting statement is, “we 

have done it together” (makere ita) or “we have converged our perspective/mind” (makerek 

patuatmai), which a speaker utters when asked to explain the most satisfying social act. The 

statement illustrates the joy of participating together in social acts without diminishing others’ 
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autonomy (Buitron and Steinmuller 2020). The quality of mutuality lies in the balance between 

recognising another person’s autonomy, admitting social dependence, and acknowledging the 

necessity of sociality, which can be elaborated as in a communal feast but more frequently 

through spontaneous or voluntary acts of generosity.   

Village and the Reconfiguration of Values Realisation 

The desire to enhance autonomy and prosperity motivates the Muntei people to establish 

relations with the state and live in the resettlement village. The Mentawai have a mimetic desire 

to emulate others (Hammons 2010) and are always keen to participate in what non-Mentawai 

people have, seeing it as a way of realising their autonomy, equality, and mutual connection 

with others. The village supports various social practices that reconfigure their assertion of 

autonomy. First, it prevents state officers from encroaching on their will and dictating what 

they should do. If they had continued living in their ancestral land, the Minangkabau officers 

would constantly lecture them on proper living, eating, and behaviour. To become respectable 

in the eyes of the state, they must be equal to the Minangkabau and other non-Mentawai living 

in sedentary villages, where they can assert their autonomy and cut off the mediation of the 

Minangkabau people. Moving to the village voluntarily asserts their freedom to choose how, 

when, and with whom they develop relationships. In contrast to Melanesian societies that 

experience village life as a form of humiliation (Robbins 2005), the Mentawai embrace the 

village to relieve the pressure and avoid humiliation, rejecting the position of inferiority to 

others. Second, the village does not entirely diminish their autonomy. People imitate the 

traditional settlement, where each house is clustered around a ritual house a short distance 

away. This allows the visible autonomy of the lalep and uma to remain intact. Furthermore, 

living in the village does not convey full and complete sedentarisation. Instead, people 

creatively develop “spatial mobility” (Stasch 2013), moving between the village, the old 

settlement, and various gardens on the small islets (Persoon 1994).  

Pursuing autonomy in the asymmetrical relations with other ethnic groups created by 

state development also drives the new aspiration for a productive and prosperous life, as seen 

in Minangkabau and other small groups like the Mentawai (Niasan, Batak, and Javanese). 

Although insignificant in number, these migrants almost completely controlled religious 

affairs, economy, education and trade on the islands (Eindhoven 2019; Persoon 2002). More 

importantly, they had a better and more prosperous life, as illustrated by their brick houses, tin 

roofs, clothing, rice consumption, and other imported foods. The persistent stereotype of 

laziness and unproductivity, dating back to colonial times, further drives the Mentawai to 
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emulate the prosperity of these migrants. The Mentawai regarded these migrants with awe and 

curiosity, as they believed they possessed better traits and skills for a prosperous life than their 

neighbours, who were enmeshed in their origin myths (Bakker 1999). They do not want to be 

like the Minangkabau or Javanese, but rather want to be prosperous like them. As one person 

narrated,  

The Minangkabau do not have land here. They do not have strong bodies to work in the 

gardens. But their houses are better. They seem to never run out of money. Let’s do better than 

them. We have to send our kids to school. We should open a shop. We should be more diligent 

and cultivate cloves and coconuts more. And we should work with the government. Our kids 

should be teachers, policemen, or nurses, not just walking around with a machete.  

By allowing them to show their productive work, learn new skills and techniques, and 

realise a new form of prosperity, the village also introduced the Mentawai to the state as a new 

external power that gave them prosperity. As all non-Mentawai worked for the government or 

engaged in trade, the Mentawai realised that prosperity came from an unknown place. The idea 

of fortune and prosperity generated by unknown human and non-human outsiders is not entirely 

alien to the Mentawai. Autochthonous and ancestral spirits are essential sources of blessing, 

creating the flow of life for a Mentawai individual (Schefold 1973; 2002). The continuity of 

life and the social order hinges on maintaining a relationship with these spirits, who have a 

fundamental pact with the Mentawai ancestors and are the only entities that can punish human 

mistakes and enforce the social order (Schefold 1990; Hammons 2010). The flow of life from 

both ancestral and autochthonous spirits ensures the physical well-being, unity, and prosperity 

of the family, livelihoods, and communal relations. In the new context, prosperity and an 

increase in vital resources hinge on the ability to tap state resources and participate in the 

production of cash crops for the global market.  

Furthermore, the establishment of a resettlement village is also seen as an opportunity 

for people from different uma to realise mutuality. Muntei residents were willing to stay in the 

village because it required collective sacrifice—abandoning ancestral lands and gardens, as 

well as leaving behind old traditions. They collectively built the settlement from scratch, with 

each uma and person contributing to its development in various ways. The village also 

promised a new form of collective conviviality in the form of a church, a football pitch, and a 

shop. Nonetheless, people associated settlement life with the indigenous conception of safety 

and a good life (Schefold 1991; Hammons 2010)—one that involved living together without 

the constant feuds, intense rivalry, and fear of retaliation that marked their ancestors’ distant 

past. The prospect of generating fortune from the market as well as gaining attention from the 
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government and the Church signals the godesod life. They share this perspective with many 

Southeast Asian societies and others (Chua 2012; Henley 2004; Descola 2012), suggesting that 

having a good life requires relations with powerful human and non-human stranger-beings who 

bestow blessings, gifts, and other concessions in return for offerings and allegiance. The sense 

of being equal and mutual in the village redefines and reconfigures the most cherished values, 

as each person participates in creating a good settlement. People often say that the village is a 

place where they can experience a “festive” ambience, where people greet each other every 

day and engage in vibrant social interaction, making them feel like they are at a communal 

feast, indicating a greater significance within people’s conceptions of mutuality.  

Cash Crop Production, the Decentralisation of Uma, and a New Form of  Prosperity  

Participation in cash crop production is certainly not new in Muntei. The people there have 

engaged with the global market by trading timber, rattan, and other forest products for imported 

goods since at least the 18th century. Coconut was the most established cultivated crop before 

the colonial encounter (Asnan, 2007:167), yet it was only considered a domestic plant of equal 

importance to durian or jackfruit. Cloves, cocoa, and other introduced crops, such as those 

grown in fruit gardens, were adopted, cultivated, exchanged, and sold at local and global 

markets. Indeed, cloves or cocoa are not easily shared communally but are mostly sold for cash. 

However, involvement in cash-crop production also enabled people to instil social mutuality. 

Personal belongings, such as a mosquito net or a large wok (kuali), obtained from selling copra 

or cloves, could contribute to uma affairs, such as the collective payment of a bride price (alak 

toga) or a compensation payment following a collective dispute (tulou) (Hammons 2010). 

Producing commodities for the market has enabled them to attain prosperity while preserving 

the existing tension between individual autonomy and the group’s egalitarian ethos, thereby 

intensifying the dialectical processes that generate these values.  

However, the village provides a new space for productive work that has reconfigured 

the institutions of the lalep and the uma. First and foremost, they moved away to their ancestral 

land and lived in other clan land. The demand for coconuts and cloves encourages them to 

compete for land. As cash crops demand tenurial security (Potter and Badcock 2004; Li 2014), 

they prefer to have privatised land. Hence, land and the cash crops on this land have 

increasingly become individualised. Crop producers like to have land as household property 

and would not wish it to be collective property. The crop owner can enjoy greater autonomy in 

transferring land to other parties and is not obliged to share the proceeds with their kin. An 

informant said, “Coconut and cocoa are products of my work, not all my siblings and my 
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nephew’s sweat. They are milik pribadi (private possession). Other people don’t have hak 

(rights).”  An aspiration to maintain the production of cash crops becomes an assertion of the 

individual household’s investment in coconut or clove trees as a commodity.  

The privatisation of land is part of the larger shift in the position of the uma as the centre 

of social production. While it has not entirely separated lalep from the flexible and fluid 

arrangements of uma’s social relations and obligations, it has affected the solidarity between 

families and the contribution of each family to the uma’s affairs. Sharing within the uma 

remain, but involvement in cash crop production has forced the family to establish and maintain 

a degree of spatial and social autonomy from the uma, to which they were previously tied via 

the sharing of food and ritual obligations. Cash crop production has brought structural changes, 

thereby establishing the nuclear family as the unit of land ownership, control, reward, and 

investment. Thus, while the people of Muntei engage in productive activity, the ultimate 

objective is to create more autonomy for the lalep and contribute less to the uma’s affairs. The 

new generation born in the settlement, devoted to cash crops, prefers to build larger brick 

houses with tin roofs and purchase a motorcycle rather than build a longhouse. A family that 

owns a large house with ceramic floors is now considered a makayo, even though they do not 

have lush sago gardens or countless pigs. Yet, a new form of makayo ia is typically individual 

possession, such as money or a brick house that cannot be shared.  

The limited number of clans building communal houses and the decrease in pig tending 

in Mentawai further signal a change in the nexus of lalep–uma relations and the rise of an 

economic attitude emphasising individual wealth. Pigs and the communal house embody an 

egalitarian ethos where autonomy and prosperity are socially realised, recognised, and 

accepted. Cosmologically, the origin of pigs and the house is linked to the emergence of 

shamanism and the Mentawai cultural order (Hammons, 2010: 39). They serve as a source of 

social prestige, indicating a person’s status. Individual pig owners can exchange live pigs for 

valuable imported goods, enhancing their autonomy. However, the meat must be slaughtered, 

sacrificed, consumed, and offered to spirits at communal feasts, integrating people into a 

contrastive totality (Mauss 1990) in the communal house, the longhouse. Pigs and the 

longhouse not only measure one’s productive activities but also act as a means of social 

integration, as individual pork consumption is strongly prohibited (Schefold 1982). Pigs and 

the house embody mutuality and equality, the ultimate object of society’s desire. Pigs generate 

solidarity and mutuality because they are consumed and shared collectively only at ritual feasts 

(along with chickens and wild game), and the longhouse symbolises unity and equality.  
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Now, pig-keeping has mostly been replaced by cash crops. Focusing on producing cash 

crops for the market allows people to transform their creative energy and capacity to be 

productive into money. Producing cash crops has helped people realise their desire for 

autonomy and prosperity. Paddling a canoe full of copra or placing a sack of dried cloves in 

front of a merchant’s store is something people can be proud of. They can wander into a 

migrant’s shop to examine the goods, select their clothes, and buy a sack of rice. They can 

purchase clothing and modern luxuries such as televisions and motorcycles, or send their kids 

to pursue higher education with the cash they earn. Income from cash crops can provide a sense 

of freedom and connect their actions to larger social networks beyond their settlement. Money 

seems to be a concrete form of desire, contributing to social prestige and effectively replacing 

the value of pigs.  

Cash crop production has compelled most people to argue that pigs are no longer 

suitable for village life. A complex system of taboos prevented ordinary people, especially 

younger generations, from participating in pig husbandry. They felt that it required complex 

skills, with few direct benefits but many risks. Another common problem with keeping pigs is 

that they require daily attention but are easily wiped out by an attack of oiluk, a kind of swine 

flu. Regular feeding required owners to travel back and forth to their pig huts at least once a 

day, sometimes having to cross the river. Overcoming strict taboos and investing heavy labour 

was not always rewarded. People claim it is easier to work on cash crops because cloves and 

coconuts produce a stable harvest and are unrelated to complicated taboos and rituals. This is 

not to say that pigs cannot be sold for money or are less valuable or no longer important. On 

the contrary, pigs are still valuable, desirable, and important. Nevertheless, producing pigs is 

often seen as impractical. Unlike dried clove buds or cacao beans, pigs cannot be kept in 

storage. The market for pigs is also limited. For religious reasons, Minangkabau traders refrain 

from collecting pigs and delivering them to the regional market. Unlike pigs, a sack of dried 

cacao beans is not associated with pollution (najis) and, therefore, is readily accepted by the 

market. Cash crops can be exchanged at a migrant’s shop, pay for a ferry ticket at a travel 

company, and be saved to help children when they start university. People feel the future is no 

longer about becoming a producer of pigs, the animal that embodies the value of sharing and 

mutuality.  

Cash crop production offers an avenue for realising autonomy, productiveness, and 

prosperity. Yet, it also disrupts dialectical value realisation by generating an unwanted situation 

where the negative aspects of independence and prosperity—that is, inequality and 

selfishness—emerge. Cash crop production fosters the realisation of autonomy and prosperity, 
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yet it also sets in motion processes that encroach upon these same values. The key processes 

that disrupt value relations relate to realising autonomy and prosperity through new economic 

attitudes and shifting uma–lalep relations. The dynamic transformation of these relations is 

further intensified when the village conjures up sautek, the new social actors who have attained 

power in the sociopolitical economy and manage village funds and development 

Village Development, Sautek, and the Money Eaters 

A critical feature of contemporary Muntei life over the last two decades has been a series of 

community-driven development projects (Li 2007; World Bank 2014), culminating in the 2014 

Village Law, which obligates the government to allocate millions of dollars directly to the 

village fund (Antlov 2019). One key component of recent development projects is providing 

the village with lavish funds. The central and local governments (provincial and district) 

facilitate, supervise, evaluate, and monitor the funds, guiding the village’s priorities, such as 

infrastructure and economic empowerment. Still, the village institutions have the autonomy to 

decide what infrastructure and financial projects they pursue through a Village Forum 

(Musyawarah Desa) overseen by the Village Council and village officials. Potential 

development projects are typically discussed in a “deliberative” fashion and a “consensus” is 

sought (Permendesa No 16/2019), unlike in the previous World Bank rural village programme 

that emphasised competition.  

Another key development is the establishment of the Village Enterprises Agency, also 

known as BUMDes. This institution’s primary task is to develop the village’s unique products 

and services for sale in the market, thereby sustaining its funds. The Village Forum discusses 

BUMDes’ specific organisation and strategic vision and appoints the managers responsible for 

daily development operations. The managers are expected to create business strategies, 

enhance the village’s financial capacity, manage human resources, and report to the Village 

Forum on economic development. The Village Forum and BUMDes have become the centre 

of community entrepreneurial projects. As the investment strategies and rules of BUMDes are 

generated from the bottom up in the Village Forum, there is ample room for villagers to propose 

their own projects. Each adult man can be a partner (mitra), a new category of political 

membership that refers to the commitments and affiliations they acquire from working with 

BUMDes. 

In the context of the BUMDes schema, village development appears highly compatible 

with autonomy and prosperity. Elsewhere, the existing ruling class of a village (Sidik and 

Habibi 2019) has been known to reconfigure development projects to seize the village fund. 
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However, landownership in Mentawai society does not create a ruling class. Because all 

individuals have access to ancestral lands and simultaneously live or cultivate on others’ 

ancestral land, no single group can use land to consolidate power (Tulius 2012; Darmanto 

2016). Hence, the competition for development funds is relatively open. Success depends not 

on any traditional clan status but on an individual’s ability to navigate the new formal 

institutions of the Village Forum and BUMDes. Adult men in Muntei enthusiastically develop 

their political prowess and demonstrate their competitive drive by proposing new economic or 

infrastructure projects. They reconfigure development work through “de-collectivising 

community projects” found in South America (Buitron 2020). Proposing a chicken farm to 

supply local meat or securing the tender for a road construction project is sufficient to persuade 

BUMDes and the village forum to release the village funds. Hence, development is organised 

following the traditional principle of autonomy, echoing the way an individual works on their 

own garden.  

However, the personalisation of development runs counter to the principles of 

accountability and responsibility. The villagers, village officials, and development agencies 

typically establish mutual understanding to avoid the adverse effects of bureaucracy and 

accountability. A successful mitra of BUMDes typically offers a certain percentage of the 

allocated budget to the village head or a member of the Village Council, or to BUMDes, which 

sanctions, supervises, and evaluates the development contract. To successfully compete for an 

enterprise project, villagers must establish relationships with the officials and authorities who 

oversee the village’s funds. Therefore, to benefit from village funds through BUMDes, 

villagers must accept inferior political positions, which establishes a political hierarchy. Hence, 

the Village Forum and BUMDes become shopping forums where powerful agencies can obtain 

development benefits. Thanks to the commissions they receive, the village officials are 

gradually accumulating capital, land, and crops, building better houses, and sending their 

children to university. They are also expanding cash crop cultivation and using their wealth to 

employ their kinsmen and villagers who worked in their gardens. 

Community-driven development through village enterprises reinforces a trend towards 

wealth accumulation and the political importance of state and village officials. Aiming to 

encourage meaningful participation from the community, community-driven development 

operating in a largely acephalous society has the opposite effect, as it establishes a new form 

of local brokers. Village officers, BUMDes managers, and other state agencies actively channel 

a state revenue stream to their clans and affines, creating a “neo-patrimonial” system found in 

Indonesia and beyond (Barker and Klinken 2009) and expanding the state apparatus through 
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an “infestation of petty bureaucrats wielding petty powers” (Ferguson, 1990: 273; Hadiz 2004). 

The proliferation of development and the state’s budgetary surge have given rise to these petty 

bureaucrats who run and manage development projects. Muntei residents now commonly 

distinguish between sautek, who know how to generate and manage government funds, and 

sipukarajo, who can only access development funds through daily labour. This distinction 

implies that sautek enact more “efficacious work” than ordinary villagers. Through sautek, 

people experience a new form of inequality where some individuals can attain more power and 

wealth, undermining the autonomy and prosperity of others. Sautek have seized the opportunity 

to connect with specific state institutions and officials, positioning itself as representatives of 

the settlement. This has granted them power and authority over others, which creates social 

inequality, as their authority and privilege are linked to a mode of social, cultural, or economic 

prestige. Hence, instead of being a means to achieve autonomy, the village development is 

increasingly becoming a vehicle for new forms of inequality. 

The Money Eaters 

Sautek are constantly accused of betraying the community and being “money eaters” (sikop 

bulagat). This is a popular term applied to people in charge of a development project who keep 

the benefits for themselves or their families. This accusation was initially levelled at the 

Minangkabau people, particularly those who hold authority or administer state funds 

(Eindhoven 2007) but it is now also directed towards fellow Muntei residents and other 

Mentawai who “keep” public funds in their pocket—a euphemism for any form of corruption. 

The usage of “eating” is particularly telling. The idea of “eating money” may not have been 

invented by the people of Muntei (see Sexton 1988; Dyer 2017), but the term is particularly 

apt in a Muntei context. This label is always applied to those who have benefited personally 

from their involvement in the implementation of development projects. It has consistently been 

used to demand fairness, equal rights, and equality. According to the Mentawai, any prosperity, 

authority, power, and wealth should ideally be shared.  

The accusation of “eating money” is not trivial, though it is often articulated in a jocular 

tone. To claim a person is “eating money” is a serious accusation, as eating alone and not 

sharing are antisocial acts. Breaching this taboo is punishable by sickness and even death 

(Schefold 2007; Darmanto 2020). Because people often believe that money originates from the 

market and the state, the metaphor of “eating money” illustrates a natural human tendency to 

be corrupt when holding power from the external realm without any institution or social 

mechanism to enforce sharing. The accusation that local elites “eat money” is thus linked to 
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selfishness, a lack of sharing, and the threat of supernatural sickness. One comment from a man 

from a small uma captures the general feeling of those who are not prominent in the settlement: 

Sautek and their family eat sarat simananam [delicious things]. They always have 

money. They eat a lot of pork. Every day, they go to the market and buy fish. Their children 

always have rice on their plates. They have smooth skin [mabubut], working mainly in the 

office. They get all the money from pamerenta [the government]. Once they are up, they do 

not want to go down. They keep their place. Someday, they will be sick as they do not share 

wealth. 

However, people understand that “eating money” is not necessarily the most serious 

thing. Those in power are perceived as having their own self-interest, and the funds originate 

from external sources; the central problem is the failure to share. Illness results from any 

substance consumed alone. Hence, it is strongly believed that all “money eaters” will 

eventually suffer serious illnesses. Pork, sago, or taro can be shared, and this will convert 

sickness into the possibility of successful social relations (Darmanto 2020). Power, authority, 

and money, however, are not food. They may be shared but cannot be divided, distributed, 

shared, or consumed like pork or chicken. While the illness of “eating alone” is curable, there 

is no ritual to remove money from the body of the sick person and share it with the community. 

Eating money is a social metaphor for the social inequality people have experienced since 

living in the settlement. State development projects restructured social relations, contributing 

to the rise of “money eaters”.  

Conclusion 

The Muntei people embrace life in a government settlement, which can be explained by their 

pursuit of key social values: autonomy, prosperity, and mutuality. Life in the government 

settlement reconfigures the realisation of these key values. The village brings about autonomy 

and prosperity through cash crop production, tapping into development resources, and 

achieving equality with non-Mentawai. Mutuality, in this new context, is realised through the 

collective project of establishing a modern village. However, living in the village has shifted 

productive work and a form of prosperity. The new focus on cultivating crops leaves less time 

for raising the pigs and chickens needed for exchanges and communal feasts. It also means 

people competitively dedicate their labour to better housing, expanding their gardens and 

accessing government funds, leaving behind key social practices that foster sociality and 

mutuality. The “festivity” people describe represents the positive side of their pursuit of 
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autonomy and prosperity. Yet, the absence of a feast indicates the realisation of selfishness, 

wealth accumulation and the absence of mutuality.  

The idiom “festivity without feasts” symbolises and represents the instability of value 

realisation in the context of a new social setting and practices (Remme 2021). Autonomy and 

prosperity, along with their “shadows” (Willerslev, 2014: 14), shift in form and content across 

space and time, and in situated practices. The villagers’ quest for autonomy and prosperity can 

drive significant social transformations, where people realise that they encounter wealth 

accumulation, inequality, and political hierarchy rather than mutuality. While pursuing well-

being (and their attainment of autonomy, prosperity, and mutuality) in village development, 

people generate dependency and considerable commitment to external authority and hierarchy. 

The regenerative project of individual households and uma requires the creation of a new, 

larger social institution and engagement with external powers that perpetuates material and 

status inequality and differentiates between the villagers, sautek, the state and the market. It 

illustrates that profound change may not follow from new values being adopted (2007) or from 

old values being realised through new practices (Sommerschuh, 2022: 908). In contrast, the 

pursuit of more all-encompassing communal values contributes to negative value 

transformation, elevating negative values to a dominant position, or at least, bringing the 

realisation of negative ones without “effecting” and elevating positive values into communal 

values (Munn,1986: 21).  

This article demonstrates how significant changes can occur within a framework that 

prioritises continuity. The Mentawai engage with the state and the market, continuing a cultural 

strategy of cultivating relations with powerful, potentially dangerous strangers (Schefold 2002; 

Chua 2014; Buitron 2020). To tap state resources, the Mentawai do not merely engage with 

others by mastering specialised techniques of power, as in Amazonian society (Buitron 2020), 

or domesticating external power, as in other Austronesian societies (Fox 1995; Oosten 1988). 

Instead, they seek to accommodate the powerful strangers’ perspective to create equality and 

mutuality. This process, however, requires the mediation of a particular social actor who wields 

power. My analysis underscores the importance of distinguishing between the various 

mechanisms by which external resources are appropriated, deployed, and distributed to foster 

mutual benefit. Shamans and ritual leaders can mediate but cannot impose conditions on the 

flow of blessings from the autochthonous spirits and the ancestors’ life flow (Loeb 1929b; 

Reeves 1994). By contrast, sauteks and new political leaders control the distribution of 

development funds and handouts through patrimonial relations. Sautek can impinge on the 
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autonomy and prosperity of other villagers and co-opt mutuality for the sake of village 

development and their own interests.  

The primary issue is the lack of a sociocultural framework or institution that mitigates 

the social inequality accompanying the village’s progress and prosperity. Yet, people are aware 

of the political stakes of this transformation. Muntei villagers frequently demand that 

development activities be carried out through the existing social system (uma), with the village 

offices only playing the role of a mediator. People also demand that each decision regarding 

village needs involve the direct participation of all households. Moreover, some support the 

radical idea that the village fund and state support should be spent on activities that can be 

directly shared and enjoyed by all people, regardless of their identity and status. This might 

involve spending on public infrastructure (roads, housing) or a direct cash transfer programme 

(Ferguson 2015). “Just share all the money from the government equally to each household, 

like we share the shared meat (otcai) equally.” This suggestion is sometimes accompanied with 

the demand that the village should regularly organise a kind of feast in which the village fund 

would cover the expenses. Such an event might not succeed in reinforcing the traditional 

connection between autonomy, prosperity, and mutuality, but at least it would appease the 

resentment of people who feel unable to participate in or gain an equal share of the village’s 

development. 
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