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Chapter 5: Oil Palm Complexity: Evidence From 

North Mamuju, Sulawesi 
 

5.1. Introduction 

Indonesia is now one of the largest producers of (originally 

African) oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) in the world (Gatto et al., 2017; 

List, 2017: 84; Murphy, 2014; Corley & Tinker, 2003). Palm oil has 

become an essential product for domestic consumption, notably 

refined as  cooking oil, in Indonesia and an export commodity used 

for such purposes as biofuel. As a result, the area devoted to oil 

palm plantations and smallholdings has increased remarkably. This 

chapter aims to explain, firstly, aspects of the industry’s growth in 

Indonesia over the last decade. Secondly, it endeavors to 

describe its development in Sulawesi, with a particular focus on 

Pasangkayu District. Specifically, this study analyses the impact of 

the oil palm industry on a component of the frontier community, 

that is, the Bugis settlers who initiated the settlement and their 

agricultural engagement with oil palm. This chapter contributes to 

the discussions and research on the complexity of the oil palm 

industry in Indonesia and its influence on the dynamics of a 

particular community. 
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In this chapter the argument also shows the positive and 

negative impacts of oil palm in North Mamuju. These impacts 

contribute to the complexity of the industry in Indonesia. The oil 

palm industry in this context is classified as a frontier economy. 

Timmer (2011:5; see also Timmer 2010:4) defines a “frontier 

economy” as “a region of opportunity, where previously 

intractable mangrove has been turned into privately owned land”, 

though the original forest often does not consist of mangroves in 

this case. The Bugis settlers in Pasangkayu have played a vital role 

in shaping the tropical forest frontier into a part of the oil palm 

industry; along with other new settlers, mainly the Balinese and 

Javanese transmigrants, they are the key players in this frontier 

economy (see chapter 4 on the frontier formation at the site).  

Going beyond Timmer’s frontier economy above, I argue that 

the Bugis settlers, particularly those who settled in Baras, have 

participated in an intersection or mixed frontier: a frontier of 

settlement, of agriculture, of economy, and recently of politics (see 

chapters 7 & 8 for further elaboration on local politics among the 

Bugis in West Sulawesi). This transformation of the frontier site has 

been primarily generated and driven by one major economic 

factor: the oil palm industry. 
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The chapter is presented in three sections. First, it presents an 

update on the general development of oil palm in Indonesia. 

Secondly, it provides a context for oil palm in North Mamuju. The 

final section identifies and analyses the complexity of oil palm in 

the area.  

To analyse the complexity of the oil palm industry in North 

Mamuju, I applied the schemes proposed by McCarthy & Cramb 

(2016) & Gillespie (2016 & 2012). Following Walter P. Falcon’s (2014) 

term “complexation”, i.e. “a process of a complex oil palm” which 

“is formed and reformed”, McCarthy & Cramb further refer to the 

“oil palm complexation” in Indonesia as: 

Different actors, with their particular 

capabilities, pursuing their different interests 

within the constraints set by a broader political 

economy, developed accommodations or 

agonistic forms of relationships, thereby 

creating recognizable patterns with distinct 

outcomes (McCarthy and Cramb, 2016: 444). 

 

McCarthy & Cramb (2016: 443) suggest that there are four 

main actors in Indonesia’s oil palm industry: the national and local 

governments, agribusiness firms and agents, rural households and 

communities, and the local and transnational civil society. 
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Gillespie (2016: 304-308; 2012) adds that the oil palm sector is 

predominantly influenced by plantation companies, government, 

communities, and oil palm small stakeholder cooperatives. 

According to McCarthy & Cramb (2016: 448-451), the 

characteristics of the oil palm actors are as follows: 

Actors Roles 
National government - Continued need to reduce rural 

poverty and encourage exports of 
agricultural products; 

- Under pressure to improve its 
environmental record, especially in 
regard to deforestation, forest fires, 
and trans-boundary haze; 

- Politically aligned to economically 
powerful business conglomerates; 

- With limited fiscal resources and a 
slower growth after the 1998 financial 
crisis, a shift in focus to a private 
sector-led development; 

- Accommodating Malaysian 
investment in Indonesian plantations; 

Local governments - Need to actively attract investments, 
facilitate investor-friendly 
arrangements in order to maximize 
revenue, rents, and patronage; 

- Allow companies to directly negotiate 
access to customary land with the 
communities; 

- Variable commitment to smallholder 
interests, providing large areas for 
plantations, and pursuing a friendly 
program for smallholders; 

Rural 
development 
agencies 

- Shifted from supporting or managing 
smallholders (resettled or in situ) in 
partnership with private or state 
plantation companies in order to 
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allow companies to establish joint 
ventures with landholders; 

- Limited capacity of ministries 
concerned with agriculture and 
transmigration and decentralized 
agencies to provide support for 
smallholders; 

Plantation companies - Convergence between state and 
privately owned plantations in mode 
of operation (“plantation complex”); 

- In need of capital and technologies 
from Malaysia and Singapore; 

- Push for more flexible plantation labor 
rather than plasma smallholders; 

- Working with state actors at district 
agencies in order to acquire land and 
enforce control; 

- Acquiring rights to time, lands, 
banking, and incentives. 

- Some large corporations investing in 
corporate sustainability; 

Independent 
smallholders in oil palm 
zone 

- Some NES/plasma farmers have 
evolved into progressive/prosperous 
independent smallholders; 

- Some successful smallholders have 
emerged independently around 
plantations; 

Rural households 
managed by smallholder 
or NES/KKPA 

- Following the end of state support for 
nucleus estate model, landowners are 
often compelled to cede 
management of estate plots;  
depending on the benefit sharing 
arrangement, they can be hired back 
as labor and receive a share of profits 
in return; 

Rural households in joint-
venture or partnership 
schemes 

- Inclusion terms leave participants with 
insufficient productive lands, 
reinforcing pressures on them to work 
as plantation labor, diversify 
livelihoods, and/or migrate; 

Rural households on 
fringe of oil palm zone 

- Without technical and financial 
support, often locked into low-
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productivity of oil palm and other 
insecure livelihood options; 

- Susceptible to loss of land through 
indebtedness and livelihood shocks; 

Rural households outside 
oil palm zone 

- The main source of migrant labor to 
plantation zones in Indonesia and 
Malaysia; 

- Migrant jobs are considered 
preferable to poverty, particularly in 
marginal areas of eastern Indonesia; 

Urban-based small-to 
medium-scale investors 

- Professional or business incomes are 
used to develop small to medium 
holdings; 

- Networks are used to buy or rent land 
and employ labor, with intermittent 
supervision; 

Advocates/civil society 
groups 

- Many active groups in post-Suharto 
era; 

- Framing of disputes in terms of 
indignity, peasant resistance, land 
rights, and environment; 

- Constrained by lack of resources, 
capacity, and collective action 
problems; 

- Little attention to smallholder 
production problems. 

 
Source: McCarthy & Cramb, 2016: 448-451. 

 

In a similar but simpler scheme, Gillespie (2016: 304-308; 2012) 

remarks that the plantation corporations, government, 

community, and smallholder enterprises have influenced the oil 

palm industry in Indonesia. Methodologically and empirically, I 

engage with these schemes using some findings from field 

research. 
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Indonesian Oil Palm Industry 

Nationally, oil palm production in Indonesia has increased 

remarkably: plantings have increased from more than 4.1 million 

ha. in 2000 to 8 million ha. in 2010 to 11.3 million ha. in 2015. The 

area planted to oil palm was projected to reach 11.6 million ha. In 

2016, which would produce around 35.3 million tons of crude palm 

oil (CPO) and kernel palm oil (KPO) (shown in Table 4 below). It has 

been predicted that by 2020, Indonesia will produce about 44 

percent of the world’s palm oil (Coerly & Tinker, 2003: 16). The 

plantations are mainly located in the outer islands of Indonesia 

(concentrated in Sumatra, Kalimantan, Sulawesi and Papua) 

(McCarthy & Cramb, 2009: 112-3; Varkkey, 2012: 4-6; Bard et al., 

2015: 105). 

Most oil palm plantations cover forest, semi-forest, and 

former forest areas across the country. The increase is partly due to 

policy changes of the Indonesian government, which sees the 

frontier areas as “unused” or “idle land”, much as the Dutch 

colonial government regarded land not under permanent 

cultivation as woeste gronden. There has been a notorious shift in 

plans for such land, from a pattern of extensive use of land for 

agriculture, including swidden agriculture, to a pattern of oil palm 
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regions (Geiger, 2008; McCarthy, 2009: 112-3; Gillespie, 2012; 

Cramb & Curry, 2012) (see table 4 for the details).  

 

Table 4: Indonesia’s Kernel palm oil (KPO) and crude palm oil (CPO) 
production by farming category, from 1970s-2020. 

Year Area (ha) Total area 

(ha) 

Production of KPO & CPO (ton) Total of KPO 

& CPO (ton) 

 Smallholder Governme

nt 

Private  Smallhold

er 

Government Private  

1970 - 86.640 46.658 133.298 - 147.003 69.824 216.827 

1979 3.125 176.408 81.406 260.939 760 438.756 201.724 641.240 

1980 6.175 199.538 88.847 294.560 770 498.858 221.544 721.172 

1990 291.338 327.246 463.093 1.126.677 376.950 1.247.156 788.506 2.412.612 

2000 1.166.758 588.125 2.403.194 4.158.077 1.905.653 1.460.954 3.633.901 7.000.508 

2010 3.387.257 631.520 4.366.617 8.385.394 8.458.709 1.890.503 11.608.907 21.958.120 

2013 4.356.087 727.767 5.381.166 10.465.020 10.010.728 2.144.651 15.626.625 27.782.004 

2014 4.422.365 729.022 5.605.414 10.754.801 10.205.395 2.229.336 16.843.459 29.278.189 
2015 4.575.101 750.160 5.975.109 11.300.370 10.668.425 2.287.077 18.328.804 31.284.306 
2016 4.656.648  747.948  6.509.903  11.914.499  10.865.685  2.436.471  19.927.225  33.229.381  
2017 5.697.892  638.143  7.712.687  14.048.722  13.191.189  1.861.263  22.912.772  37.965.224  
2018 5.818.888 614.756 7.892.706 14.326.350. 15.296.801 2.147.136 25.439.694 42.883.631 
2019 6.035.742 627.042 8.061.636 14.724.420 16.223.527 2.306.751 27.330.884 45.861.121 
2020* 6.090.883 643.488 8.261.639 14.996.010 17.375.397 2.470.529 29.271.334 49.117260 

Source: Directorate General of Estate Crop, 2015; 2017; 2019. 
*: Estimation number 

Actually, however, several factors have led to the expansion 

of oil palm in Indonesia, according to Casson (1999: 16-17). First, 

the efficient production of CPO and KPO was mainly triggered by 

a non-stop yield every week. Secondly, cheap labor costs, 

extensive land availability, tropical climate, and suitable soil 

condition combinations also influenced the expansion (see also 

Santoso, 2008: 453; Murphy, 2014: 4-6; see also figure 5-1 below). 

Third, the domestic and international demands significantly 

contributed to the growth. This, in turn, has lured an incredible 

amount of  domestic and global investment in this sector. Finally, 

the national government policy on agricultural development was 
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implemented through investment incentives for domestic and 

international palm oil investors. 

Figure 5-1: Fresh Fruit Bunches or TBS (Tandan Buah Segar-TBS) 

(above) and workers loading TBS into a truck (below). 

 

 
Source: Author, 2014. 

 
Figure 9-1  

The oil palm trade has become a crucial profitable sector in 

the world. Indonesia’s oil palm share (including PKO) was 37.6% of 

world supply in August 2012. Vegetable oil consumption 

particularly continues to attract business expansion (Carlson et al., 

2018; Budidarsono et al., 2013: 173; SPI, 2011: 5-7; Rist et al., 2010; 

Santosa, 2008). Indonesia and Malaysia account for almost 90 
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percent of crude oil palm export in the world (CPO) (Hamilton-Hart, 

2014: 2; Cramb & McCarthy, 2016a: 29-30; Obidzinski et al., 2014; 

Jiwan, 2013: 51). Demands from newly emerging markets, such as 

China and India, will likely stimulate oil palm expansion in the years 

to come. Development of this agricultural sector has become a 

catalyst for agricultural development, and Indonesia therefore 

perceives that it needs to make extensive areas of land available 

in order to produce more oil palm.  

Recent data show that the oil palm sector has been a 

significant contributor to agricultural development in many of 

Indonesia’s provinces (see table 5 for detail).  

Table 5: Area of oil palm production by province and farming category 
in 2020. 

No Province Smallholder 
 

 Govern
ment 

 Private  Total  

  Area (ha) Produc
tion 
(ton) 

Area 
(ha) 

Produc
tion 
(on) 

Area 
(ha) 

Producti
on (ton) 

Area 
(ha) 

Production 
(ton) 

1 Aceh 37.582 89.514 209.579 602.23
0 

238.23
8 

440.103 485.39
9 

1.131.847 

2 North 
Sumatera 

305.372 1.339.3
81 

628.587 2.766.3
95 

723.79
8 

2.539.764 1.657.7
57 

6.645.540 

3 West 
Sumatera 

8403 37.657 151.598 647.80
7 

221.67
0 

567.930 381.67
1 

1.253.394 

4 Riau 79.244 335.17
5 

928.418 4.388.8
42 

1.815.0
10 

5.145.213 2.822.6
72 

9.869.230 

5 Riau 
archipelag
o 

1.242 1221 - - 18.952 47.864 20.194 49.085 

6 Jambi 20.430 82.660 362.662 1.332.1
27 

682.17
5 

1.578.869 1.065.2
67 

2.993.656 

7 South 
Sumatera 

38.918 85.761 514.807 1.663.3
06 

667.48
3 

2.507.039 1.221.2
08 

4.256.106 

8 Bangka 
Belitung 

- - 154.490 668.33
7 

71.410 143.854 225.90
0 

812.191 

9 Bengkulu 829 1768 100.665 282.06
6 

208.62
6 

738.377 310.12
0 

1.022.211 

10 Lampung 10.225 27.862 73.170 182.99
8 

109.35
6 

189.840 192.75
1 

400.700 

11 Jakarta - - - - - - - - 
12 West Java 10.174 25.628 3238 6175 319 385 13.731 32.188 
13 Banten 9997 25.542 2377 2397 7589 3893 19.963 31.832 
14 Central 

Java 
- - - - - - - - 

15 Yogyakart
a 

- - - - - - - - 
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16 East Java - - - - - - - - 
17 Bali - - - - - - - - 
18 NTB - - - - - - - - 
 NTT - - - - - - - - 
20 West 

Kalimantan 
28.997 42.800 1.424.141 4.219.0

57 
441.83

1 
782.221 1.894.9

49 
5.044.078 

21 Central 
Kalimantan 

- - 1.541.996 7.162.6
59 

170.24
8 

279.220 1.712.2
44 

7.441.879 

22 South 
Kalimantan 

5453 9693 359.400 1.411.6
20 

105.59
3 

246.252 470.44
6 

1.667.565 

23 East 
Kalimantan 

19.716 23.634 978.589 3.458.8
80 

288.19
3 

508.685 1.286.4
98 

3.991.199 

24 North 
Kalimantan 

- - 118.060 229.20
4 

37.358 85.394 155.41
8 

314.598 

25 North 
Sulawesi 

- - - - - - - - 

26 Gorontalo - - 8.096 14.282 5.190 1.375 13.286 15.657 
27 Central 

Sulawesi 
- - 83.455 259.88

0 
54.013 130.362 137.46

8 
390.242 

28 South 
Sulawesi 

20.264 6.109 3.080 2.386 32.232 98.119 55.576 106.614 

29 West 
Sulawesi 

- - 51.304 158.76
8 

113.67
5 

200.000 164.97
9 

358.768 

30 Southeast 
Sulawesi 

6.500 1.183 48.490 53.674 6.891 3.184 61.881 58.041 

31 Maluku - - 9.149 17.481 893 92 10.042 17.573 
32 North 

Maluku 
- - 5.541 - - - 5.541 - 

33 Papua - - 31.303 78.549 17.765 22.949 49.068 101.498 
34 West 

Papua 
11.739 38.424 2888 7554 37.774 32.631 52.401 78.609 

 INDONESIA 617.501 2.134
.367 

7.942.3
36 

30.06
0.003 

6.035
.742 

16.223.
527 

14.59
5.579 

48.417.897 

Source: Directorate General of Estate Crops, 2020; 2019: 21; 2017; 2016; 2015. 
 

Table 5 highlights three crucial points. First, private 

enterprises are the primary producers of oil palm (5,975,109 ha.), 

followed by smallholders (4,575,101 ha.), and state-owned 

plantations (750,160 ha.). The state is not the dominant stakeholder 

in the decision making for the oil palm sector, although it has the 

constitutional right to manage it through institutions, such as the 

Directorate General of Enterprises found within the Ministry of 

Agriculture. Second, the trend toward dominating of non-state 

players, i.e., mainly smallholders, leads to an indication that 

privatization of the oil palm industry continues to take place in 

Indonesia. Third, the distribution of oil palm plantations is uneven: 
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they do not exist in Bali and Nusa Tenggara islands, and in terms of 

plantations scale, they are less significant in Java (only 58,000 ha. 

of plantations in Java). It is, however, undeniable that the 

Javanese, Balinese, and West and East Nusa Tenggara people to 

an extent are among the primary and dominant contributors to 

labor in the oil palm sectorsin Indonesia. The data also show that 

99.99 percent of plantations are concentrated in Sumatra, 

Kalimantan, Sulawesi, and the Moluccas and Papua. 

5.2. Oil Palm Context In Pasangkayu Of West Sulawesi 

When visiting North Mamuju (now Pasangkayu) for the first 

time, the welcoming feature is a stylized statue of an oil palm (See 

Figure 5-2), located in the center of Pasangkayu, the district 

capital.  
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Figure 5-2: “Smart” Statue in Pasangkayu 

Source: The Author, 2017. 

The statue was constructed in the form of an oil palm tree 

supporting the globe as a symbol showing that the oil palm industry 

is the leading sector of economic development in the region but 

a contributor to the whole world. For example, official data depict 

that exports from the oil palm production in Pasangkayu have 

increased remarkably, reaching 284,273 tons of CPO, 72,514 tons 

of KPO and 12,000 tons of shell (BPS Pasangkayu, 2017: 244). This 

export is the product of oil palm cultivation from around 42,805 ha 

of plantation across Pasangkayu (BPS Pasangkayu, 2017: 184; 

Beritadaerah.com, 2014). 

I elaborated in the previous chapters how the oil palm 

industry in Pasangkayu worked hand-in-hand with state-sponsored 
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transmigration. The growth of the industry and transmigration 

program can be found in many sites across Indonesia; however, 

the case of the Bugis settlers in Baras is unique, as the transmigrants 

are from within Sulawesi itself, that is, “local transmigrants“ (translok 

or transmigran lokal) (see chapters 3 & 4).  

The local government of Pasangkayu claims that the district 

has experienced the direct impact of the growth of the oil palm 

sector.  This agricultural sector has contributed to about 40.58 

percent of economic growth over the last five years, i.e. from 7 

percent to 14.47 percent. In the same period, a report stated that 

the industry has contributed to the reduction of the district’s 

poverty level, from 17 percent to 5 percent (BeritaDaerah.co.id, 

27/3/2014). 

The entrance of large plantation companies, namely PT 

Unggul Widya Lestari Technology (UWTL) in the early 1990s and PT 

Astra Agro Lestari (AAL), with sub-branch companies, changed the 

mind-set of the people of Pasangkayu into leaving farming plots 

(PT AAL, 2015; Antaranews.com, 2012; Fajar, 2010; 

Sawitindonesia.com, 2014). Rice paddy fields and orchards 

transformed into smallholders’ oil palm plots, and oil palm became 

the dream of many farmers and planters in that area. The oil palm 

boom in Pasangkayu initially happened in Baras and eventually 
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cut across the district, which significantly changed farming systems 

from traditional mixed cultivation, such as paddy rice and 

vegetable agriculture, to a monoculture of oil palm. 

The arrival of transmigrants and the establishment of the PT 

UWTL complex in Baras in 1988 also brought the bigger oil palm 

companies, such as PT Astra Agro Lestari (AAL), to Pasangkayu in 

order to invest in the sector (see Figure 5-3).  

Figure 5-3: An oil palm corporation complex in Baras 
(Above) and a running mill in Pasangkayu (Below).  

 
 

 
Figure 9-2  

Source: Author 2014. 

PT Astra Agro Lestari (AAL)  is one of the largest producers of KPO 

and CPO in Indonesia, with about 92% or 177,976 ha. of land across 

Indonesia planted with oil palm plantations and the remaining part 
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of 14,782 ha planted with rubber, cocoa, and tea. From the 

beginning, production from this area was intended for both the 

domestic and international markets; by 1999, the production of 

crude oil palm had increased to 307,374 tons. Currently, PT AAL has 

majority shares in its 42 branches across Indonesia, with all the 

branches operating in the oil palm industry. By the end of 1999, the 

company managed to supervise around 192,758 hectrares of 

fields, 55 oil palm plantations, mostly located in Sumatra with an 

area of 93,932 ha, but also in Kalimantan with an area of 55,577 

ha, Sulawesi with an area of 38,695 ha, and an area in Java of 

5,554 ha. As part of the PT Astra International Group, PT AAL is a 

company that has been one of the leading actors in the oil palm 

sector in Indonesia. In 1997, the company became a public 

company listed on the Indonesia Stock Exchange (Bursa Efek 

Indonesia). By 2016, PT AAL managed around 297,862 ha of 

upstream production within the oil palm sector across Indonesia 

(PT AAL Annual Report, 2015).  

In the context of Pasangkayu (and West Sulawesi in 

general), PT AAL is nationally and directly managed and invested 

in through its sub-branches: PT Letawa, PT Surya Raya Lestari, PT 

Pasangkayu, and PT Mamuang (see table 6).  
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Table 6: Plantation producers in Pasangkayu District. 

Plantation Private 
Company 

HGU Land 
(hectare) 

First Year of 
Operation  

Current Permit (IUP-B/IUP-
P/IUP NO/TGL) 

PT Unggul Widya 
Teknologi Lestari 

12,070  
 

1987 529.2/55/1/2014 
15-1-2014 

PT Letawa 10,713  
 

1995 526/02/IX/IUP/ 
2014/KPTSP&PMD. 03-10-
2014 

PT Pasangkayu 9319  1997 366/2014, 03-3-2014 
PT Surya Raya 
Lesatari 

2826  
 

1997 796/VII-KU/2000,  
20-12-2000 

PT Mamuang 8000  1997 794/VII-KU/2000, 20-12-
2000 

PT Diyatama Inti 
Pusaka 

14,235  
 

n. d. Permit in progress 

PT. Toscano Indah 
Pratama (PKS) 

13  
 

2006 Permit in progress 

Total 57,176   
Source: Adapted from Governor of Sulbar’s Report, 2015; Sembodo, 
pers. comm., 2014; MA’s Lembaran, 2012. 

 

The following tables show oil palm platation area, number of 

farmers and production over the last two years, and the number 

of farmers engaged in the sector within Pasangkayu district. 

Table 7: Plantation area and number of palm oil farmers in Pasangkayu in 2014 
& 2015. 

Sub-district 

2014 2015  
Planted 

area (ha)  
Production 

(ton)  
Planted 

area (ha) 
Production 

(ton) 
Number 

of 
farmers 

Sarudu 4354 62,154 3944 58,310.00 2090 
Dapurang 5258 84,429 4013 62,856.50 2542 
Duripoku 4915 77,760 6127 13,.274.75 2370 
Baras 7674 146,151 6111 93,434.20 3750 
Bulu Taba 7068 142,614 5805 123,597.75 3447 
Lariang 4678 73,494 3574 44,192.25 2264 
Pasangkayu 3163 30,375 2661 49,200.00 1482 
Tikke Raya 4170 55,431 4086 64,143.25 1998 
Pedongga 6030 118,287 2263 40,094.25 2915 
Bambalamotu 1090 6850 1846 20,696.55 483 
Bambaira 945 5075 472 5001.25 410 
Sarjo 789 4950 264 1997.50 320 

Total 50,134 807,570 41,167 694,798.25 24,071 
Source: Adapted from BPS Pasangkayu (2016 & 2014). 
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Table 8: Plantation area and production of palm oil farmers in North Mamuju, 

2016. 

No Sub-district Planted area 
(ha) 

Production 
(ton) 

1 Sarudu 4094 42,885 
2 Dapurang 4378 49,495 
3 Duripoku 6374 94,019 
4 Baras 6284 66,281 
5 Bulu Taba 6097 90,652 
6 Lariang 3670 34,461 
7 Pasangkayu 2910 38,400 
8 Tikke Raya 4196 46,723 
9 Pedongga 2408 30,033 
10 Bambalamotu 1425 15,685 
11 Bambaira 515 4238 
12 Sarjo 454 1928 
 Total 42,805 51,805 

Source: BPS Pasangkayu (2017: 180-84). 

Tables 7 and 8 illustrate two important facts. Firstly, the 12 sub-

districts of Pasangkayu have been intensively occupied by oil 

plantations, and this trend continues to expand to the newly split-

off neighboring district of Central Mamuju. Secondly, as seen from 

the table, the amount of production decreased from 2014 to 2015, 

indicating that at this point many old plantations needed to be re-

planted. The plantation oil palms located in Pedongga, Lariang, 

and Baras sub-districts were taken down. The areas under oil palm 

plantations in the adjacent sub-districts, e.g. Doripoku, and even 

some new areas of oil palm farms, such as Bambalamotu, have 

increased.   

Importantly, the statistical data above do not differentiate 

the "farmers” category. The empirical research data show that the 
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two kinds of oil palm farmers are found in North Mamuju: the 

farmers who are certified land holders and working on their own 

lands, such as growers and land owners (pemilik kebun) and those 

who do not have lands, such as harvesters (tukang panen) and 

other laborers, but directly engage with other  

5.3. Oil Palm Complexity in North Mamuju 

To examine the complexity of oil palm in North Mamuju, the 

key-actors schema proposed by McCarthy & Cramb (2016) is very 

useful. Summarizing their schema given in more detail above, oil 

palm complexity is predominantly influenced by the principal 

actors, which include: “the Independent smallholders in oil palm 

zone”, “rural households in managed smallholder or NES”, “rural 

households in joint-venture or partnership schemes”, “rural 

households on the fringe of oil palm zone”, “rural households 

outside the oil palm zone”, and “local government”. This 

categorization of the actors was simplified by Gillespie (2016: 304-

305 & 2012: 255) into: “plantation, community, government, and oil 

palm smallholder”. Now let us see how these actors pursue their 

interests in the oil palm industry. 
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5.4.1 Rural Households Inside the Oil Palm Zone 

As part of the transmigration program, the first settlers (all 

farmers) of this frontier did not need capital but only their laboring 

power (tenaga). The program was fully sponsored by the 

government to facilitate their engagement with the palm oil 

sector. The ethnographic data from the field shows that a 

transmigrant couple were sponsored with a credit amount of eight 

(8) million rupiah in 1988 and eleven (11) million rupiah in 1989 

(Kepala Desa Balanti; Daéng Tacella; and Daéng Magoga, pers. 

comm., 2014). This credit was intended to cover transportation 

from home-villages, two and a half ha of lands, one-year food 

subsidization, and a house for each family. Additionally, 70 percent 

of the credit was paid by the settlers, and the rest, 30 percent, was 

paid by the plantation company (PT Unggul Widya Teknologi 

Lestari, UWTL).  

In the early 1990s, many settlers (mainly Javanese and 

Sundanese transmigrants) sold their properties (particularly lands) 

to their fellow transmigrants or newcomers (spontaneous 

migrants). The first settlers in Balanti claimed that the price for a 

package of property (two and a half ha. of land plus a 

transmigrant house) at that time ranged between 100,000 to 

150.000 rupiahs (Daéng Macua; Daéng Magaotong; Daéng 
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Tasugi; Daéng Macommo, pers. comm., 2014). By 1995, the first 

settlers were able to participate in “konversi” (conversion); that is, 

they paid for the credit package for transmigration and oil palm 

plots. Once it was converted, the settlers individually obtained their 

land certificate from the state authority. A similar situation also 

occurred in Motu (Hj. Ininnawa; Kepala Desa Motu, Daéng Tasugi, 

pers. comm., 2014). 

By 2000, when oil palm started booming, the land prices 

increased significantly, and land value multiplied each planting-

year subsequently. Current information from the field confirms that 

the price of lands with productive oil palm trees in Balanti of Baras 

was about Rp. 300,000,000 (three hundred million rupiahs) per 

kavling (2 ha. of lands) or Rp. 150,000,000 (one hundred million 

rupiahs) for a lahan pekarangan (half ha. Lot intended for housing 

and supplementary food (e.g. vegetables) production) in June 

2017. Apparently, the prices continued to increase, considering 

the price of TBS (berat tandan segar)  in 1995 (the first year of oil 

palms being harvested) in Baras, which was 30 rupiah/kg. In the 

middle of August 2016, the price of TBS was about 1300/kg, while 

in July 2017 the price was 1265/kg (See Table 9, for example) 

(Kepala Desa Balanti, 2014; Daéng Macommo, 2016; Daéng 
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Magoga, pers. comm., 2017; see also Rist et al., 2010:1011 for 

comparison).  

Table 9: An example of a palm oil farmer group - NES (kelompok tani) monthly 
earnings in a village for three years. 

  2015   2016   2017    
Item Volume 

(kg) 
Price 
(Rupiah) 

Total 
(Rupiah) 

Volume 
(kg) 

Price 
(Rupiah) 

Total 
(Rupiah) 

Volume 
(kg) 

Price 
(Rupiah) 

Total 
(Rupiah) 

I Weighed Fresh 
Brunches Fruit 
Penalty/Sortation 
Weight 
Fresh Bunches Value 
(Rupiah/Kg) 
Total 

 

37,980 
          0 
37,980 

 

 
 

1425,44 
 

 

54,138.2
11,20 

 

32,210,00 

 
 
1253,15 

 

32,210,00 
kg x 
1253,15  
40,363,82
3,92 

 

46,840 

 
 
 
1255,59 

 

58,811,73
9,10 

II Instalment payment 
(Angsuran Kredit) 

0 0  0 0 0 0 0  

III Remnant          

IV Deduct wages 
1. Late penalty 
2. Fertilizer 
3. Heavy 

tools/vehicle 
4. FBF Transport  
5. Road 

maintenance 
6. WKAK 
7. Rejuvenation 

costs 
8. Village 

contribution 
9. Cooperation 
10. Worship 

houses 
contribution 

11. MTR, MJL, SPB 
12. Administration 
13. Tax  

  

0 
0 
0 
0 

50.000 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

 

80,000 
       

20,000 
     

150,000 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

 

80,000 
 

       20,000 
   

201,819,12 

   

0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

 

30,000 
 

        20,000 
 

294,811,739 

 

 

V Amount Received of 
a group Earnings in a 
Month 

  53,988,2
11,20 

  40,062,00
4,60 

  58,467,68
0,40 

Source: Adapted from PT UWTL on payment note for the Farmer Group 
“Kamboja”, for April 2015, October 2016, and June 2017 respectively. 

In Indonesia, the state had initially stimulated agribusiness 

investment in the oil palm sector by engaging small farmers 

through the so-called Nucleus Estate and Smallholder (NES) 

schemes (Cramb & McCarthy, 2016: 56-7) in the early locations in 

Sumatra and West Kalimantan. The NES scheme in Pasangkayu first 

arranged farmers into different farmer groups (kelompok tani), with 

each group consisted of about 19 to 24 members, and each 

member owning 2 ha. of land for an oil palm plot (locally called a 
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“kavling”). If a group consists of 19 members, the area covered 

would be 38 ha, with a possibility of a group earning about 40 

million rupiahs to 160 million rupiahs, depending on the fresh 

bunches’ weight (berat tandan segar). The price also sometimes 

fluctuated. For example, during this research, the price was 1475 

rupiahs per kilogram. Importantly, the prices varied based on the 

planting year. For instance, those trees planted in 2005 yielded 

fruits that could be valued at about 1700 to 1800 rupiahs per 

kilogram when sold to the refinery or through koperasi (farmers’ 

cooperative units) boards. The total amount of money received is 

then divided based on the weight of the fresh bunches per kavling 

for each member. To arrange, calculate, divide, monitor, and 

maintain the village roads is the responsibility of the group 

committee. Their duty roster is arranged monthly, and a 

chairperson is elected by the group members (H. Daéng Malolo; 

H. Daéng Macommo, H. Daéng Marakkadécéng, pers. comm., 

2014). 

The second scheme is a joint venture (kemitraan), a system 

similar to the NES scheme above. The plantation companies, 

however, play a greater role than farmers do in the system. Some 

informants stated that many farmer groups are reluctant to attend 

the monthly-deciding price meeting because their price drafts are 
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always either rejected by the palm companies or provincial 

government. Their voices mainly put forward the TBS prices based 

on an international standard, but they were frequently not heard. 

For example, the prices of TBS joint venture oil palm groups stayed 

at the same level over the last two years of production, as seen in 

the following table: 

Table 10: TBS price for “kemitraan” (joint venture) in August 2015 and March 
2017 across West Sulawesi. 

 2015   2017  
Year-
Age 

Plant-
Year 

TBS*Price 
(Rupiah/Kg) 

Year-
Age 

Plant-
Year 

TBS*Price 
(Rupiah/Kg) 

3 2012 1013.52 3 2013 1087.24 
4 2011 1090.78 4 2012 1167.77 
5 2010 1158.13 5 2011 1238.28 
6 2009 1211.98 6 2010 1293.54 
7 2008 1227.34 7 2009 1313.38 
8 2007 1273.92 8 2008 1363.84 
9 2006 1312.12 9 2007 1406.61 

10/20 1995/2005 1339.41 10/20 1996/2006 1434.38 
21 1994 1314.49 21 1995 1409.97 
22 1993 1279.24 22 1994 1374.32 
23 1992 1258 23 1993 1353.15 
24 1991 1234.07 24 1992 1328.64 
25 1990 1208.18 25 1991 1302.45 

Source: Dinas Pertanian, West Sulawesi, August 2015 and March 2017. 
*TBS: Tandan Buah Segar (Fresh Brunch Fruit). 

 

All households inside the oil palm zone have to follow the 

joint venture and NES schemes. In addition, in Indonesia’s oil palm 

zones (Jelsma et al., 2017), the local governments and plantation 

companies do not support the farmers. The good news for the 

farmers in North Mamuju, however, is that they can sell their TBS 

directly to tengkulak (intermediaries) or PT AAS’s mills near 
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Pasangkayu rather than just to the company (PT.UWTL). At the very 

least, these farmers have options regarding where to sell their TBS. 

Equally important is that, strictly speaking, they do not have to 

adhere to the NES or joint venture schemes. 

5.4.2 Plantation Companies 

The key players in the local oil palm industry are both big 

enterprises, such as PT Astra Argo Lestari – AAL (with its sub-

branches) and PT Unggul Widya Lestari in North Mamuju. As oil 

palm production began to be intensified in this region after the 

structural adjustment programs began to be imposed by the World 

Bank, There have been no state-owned plantations, such as the 

PTPN in Sumatra or those in West Kalimantan ( Acciaioli & Dewi, 

2016). When I asked about the role of companies in this region, a 

farmer said that they were only profit-oriented. 

Figure 9-3  

There was also lack of social responsibility shown by the 

companies. For example, many settlers stated that the oil palm 

companies in Pasangkayu are supposed to support public 

facilities. However, these companies’ support has been primarily 

for their staff and laborers by providing free buses for students, 

healthcare benefits, and easy credit access for those families. A 

farmer stated that back in 2000, these companies donated water 
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supplies during the dry seasons for communities around the mills, 

while in the past, the companies supported the community’s social 

activities, especially those of the farmer groups’ committees or 

boards. They gave some donations to farmers for their religious 

activities or big events such as Independence Day celebrations on 

the 17th of August. However, nowadays, such support for 

communities is no longer available. According to many farmers, 

“the companies at this area are private ones, so, they just try to get 

more benefits and limit their expenses to the barest minimum” 

(Andi Kaluru; Daéng Magotong; Daéng Macommo, pers. comm., 

2014). What is needed now is the regulation of these companies 

by the government authorities so that they would therefore not 

only be profit-benefit oriented. Some farmers in Baras said that the 

situation contrasts with the Pasangkayu area, where the palm oil 

companies provide support for surrounding communities, helping 

maintain better road access and social activities (Sembodo; 

Daéng Macommo; Kepala Desa Balanti; Andi Kaluru, pers. comm., 

2014). 

In order to boost economic development, the national and 

local governments and the enterprises have encouraged 

investment to increase the local mills’ capacity. In early 2014, Astra 

Agro Lestari (AAL) established PT Tanjung Lestari in Ako of 
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Pasangkayu, which would mainly be focused upon production of 

cooking oil. It is projected that it would be able to produce 2000 

tons of cooking oil per day. Raw materials of oil palm (i.e. fresh fruit 

bunches - TBS) would be supplied from the plantations across 

Sulawesi and Kalimantan in order to reduce supply-chain costs, as 

CPO had initially been sent to Surabaya in Java 

(SawitIndonesia.com, 2014).  

5.4.3 Rural Households Outside the Oil Palm Zone 

Many people, mainly villagers not directly involved with oil 

palm cultivation, remain under pressure. They are particularly the 

local indigenous people, which the  local government has labeled 

as “communities left behind” (masyarakat tertinggal) or “isolated 

communities” (masyarakat terasing). For example, Binggi and 

Bunggu communities in the upland Pasangkayuarea have to deal 

with the impacts of oil palm industry expansion on their traditional 

method of farming. A report currently identified the number to be 

about 7000 people (Tempo, 2014a & 2014b; Metrotv.com, 2014). 

These mobile communities have continued to be under pressure 

due to the expansion of the industry. The people have still 

endeavored to maintain their traditional agricultural system, 

mainly gardening cassava, sago, cacao, banana, and coconut. 

However, they have been under pressure to move to the eastern 
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part of North Mamuju, currently the area of the upland border 

between West and Central Sulawesi.  

The marginalization of local (particularly indigenous) 

communities continues to take place in North Mamuju. In regard 

to the oil palm industry, many “local communities are therefore 

weaker in forest areas because the government claims all forest as 

the state lands”, mainly because “it is often easier for companies 

to obtain a large area for conversion into oil palm plantations with 

minimal compensation” (Anderson, 2013: 247). The same situation 

has happened in Towoni village of Baras sub-district, where the 

local communities have been marginalised because they 

maintained their traditional systems of farming. Those villagers who 

could not withstand the persuasive offers of capitalists or brokers 

eventually sold their lands to the new settlers or farmers or oil palm 

companies. The critical issue for this village is that the border (batas 

tanah) of the company’s HGU and former transmigration 

settlement and oil palm area and Towoni’s region remains unclear, 

Consequently, they have become the victims of the oil palm 

industry in North Mamuju; it is therefore not surprising that the zones 

remain isolated. Geiger (2008: 146) has described such complexity 

in many frontier situations in parts of Indonesia as “theatres of 
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accumulation”, where the lands of the local indigenous 

communities become “arenas of dispossession”. 

5.4.4 Local Government 

The oil palm industry is not just a complex of economic 

enterprises, but a matter of political economy in contemporary 

decentralised Indonesia’s regions. As seen elsewhere in the 

Indonesian province and district levels (see, e.g. Hamilton-Hart, 

2014:7-8; McCarthy, et al. 2012: 558), the Pasangkayu authorities 

need more and more investors in the region because, as a new 

district, Pasangkayu is meant to be the center of the agro-industrial 

sector in the region. Particular attention has been given to investors 

because they are expected to help accelerate the development 

of the sector, which is a vital source of revenues. For example, local 

authorities provide lower taxes and levies for the oil palm investors. 

It is, however, not surprising that local decision-makers play their 

roles behind the scene (“main mata”) in encouraging and 

facilitating investors to negotiate with people over lands or areas 

for plantations. At this point, politically and economically, the local 

governments function as “brokers” or “middlemen” in the oil palm 

sector; instead of being a regulator, they pursue their interests and 

agendas. Although decentralizing the regional and local 

governments and the natural resources over which they have 
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jurisdiction was supposed to be fundamentally aimed at making 

the government more responsive to the needs of the local people 

and rendering those people more prosperous, that only seems to 

be the letter of legislation rather than what always works out on 

the ground. 

Along with the provincial agriculture bodies (Dinas 

Pertanian), farmer groups (kelompok tani), and the oil palm 

companies, the provincial government (Pemprov) conducted a 

monthly meeting in order to decide TBS prices through the so-

called ‘Price Decision on Oil palm’s TBS Team’ (Tim Penetapan 

Harga TBS Kelapa Sawit). Therefore, this team for example decided 

the price of the TBS (table below). 

Table 11: The decided price of TBS for March 2017. 

Palm Oil Company CPO Price 
(in Rupiah/kg) 

KPO Price 
(in Rupiah/kg) 

PT. Unggul WTLestari 6963.55 5754.19 
PT. Letawa 7034.71 5546.93 
PT. Pasangkayu 7051.01 5452.20 
PT. Surya Raya Lestari 6896.04 5323.98 
PT. Manakarra Unggul 
Lestari 

6963.38 5754.13 

PT. Trinity Palmas 
Plantation 

6871.50 5616.00 

Verified Average Price 6963.58 5832.50 
Source: Dinas Pertanian of West Sulawesi, March 2017. 

 

Farmer groups are also invited; however, most of the time 

they feel reluctant to attend because the companies and 
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provincial government frequently set the price heedless of their 

input. According to many farmers, the two parties have sometimes 

collaborated behind the scenes (‘main mata’) in deciding the TBS 

price. 

There is the so-called “Berat Janjang Rata-rata” - BJR 

(Average Bare Weight) or “Rerata Bobot Tandan” – RBT (Average 

Bunch Weight) cost, which refers to the percentage of prices of 

the fresh fruit of oil palm. The BJR or RBT is decided by stakeholders 

(provincial and district governments, oil palm companies, farmers’ 

groups)  at the provincial level. Oftentimes, farmers claimed that 

the government and companies always choose the lowest prices 

for the BJR. According to them, the local governments (both 

provincial and district level) do incur some loss in their source of 

revenue, but they do not notice it because the government’s 

calculation in dealing with oil palm price is based on the Rupiah, 

whereas the companies count is based on the US Dollar (H. Daéng 

Macommo, pers. comm., 2014).  

5.4.5 Independent Smallholders in the Oil Palm Zone 

Recently, new trends happening elsewhere in Indonesia’s oil 

palm sector show that smallholders have evolved into 

independent farmers (as shown in table 2, see also Peluso, 2017: 
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838; McCarthy & Cramb, 2016; Zen et al., 2016; Potter, 2016). A 

similar pattern is also taking place in Pasangkayu and West 

Sulawesi. Independent smallholders here are those farmers who 

possess less than 10 hectares of land devotede to oil palm and are 

neither part of kemitraan nor directly arranged by or affiliated with 

the companies. This category emerged in Pasangkayu (and 

generally in the West Sulawesi oil palm sector) by the early 2000s. 

My field research data show that at the very least, smallholders 

have several choices to sell their TBS, either directly through their 

farmers’ groups (kelompok tani) or through middlemen and 

middlewomen (tengkulak). The mushrooming of these tengkulaks 

have become a problem for companies because they are 

believed to be breaking the already established oil palm systems 

of pricing (Sembodo; H. Deang Marakkadécéng; H. Daéng 

Macommo, pers. comm., 2014). The situation is is complex; as I 

observed at the field-site, to be a tengkulak one must have insiders 

(orang dalam) in the companies.  

The other option is that if they have enough capital and 

possess a truck loading permit (izin trayek) from the company, 

these independent smallholders can sell their TBS directly to the 

mill. Due to overwhelmingly overloaded trucks, the companies 

seemingly allow the public to obtain transportation permits. In 
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order to attain the izin trayek, truck owners must have insiders 

(‘orang dalam’) in the mill (see figure 5-1). It is common to see a 

truck for oil palm from somewhere around PT Letawa of 

Pasangkayu being loaded in PT Unggul of Bulili, or from Tommo, 

and vice versa. 

After assessing palm oil seedlings from the seeding markets, 

smallholders farmers themselves prepare their seedlings. Now, they 

have found a type of seed, which can produce fruits in two years 

(H. Daéng Macommo, Hj. Daéng Tasogi, Hj. Daéng Massanro, pers. 

comm., 2014). During the re-planting period (1-5 years), as I saw in 

the field, diligent farmers use their empty lands to harvest short-

term crops, such as dry rice, maize and vegetables, which is the 

so-called “tumpang sari”, i.e. a polyculture cultivation systems 

based on cultivating more than one type of plant in one farm. 

5.4.6 Replanting by the Slash and Burn Method? 

An oil palm tree can be productive for 25 years. Therefore, 

most plantations in the former KTMs of Satuan Pemukiman – SP 

(Settlement Unit) 1 (now Balanti) and 2 (Motu) in Baras must be 

replanted (diremajakan). These two villages were involved in the 

first generation oil palm planting, during 1988 and 1989, in West 

Sulawesi. Growers or farmers have two options of replanting: either 

they arrange the replanting themselves or send requests to 
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companies for replanting, which must be paid through a credit 

system. Many farmers mostly consider the first option because they 

believe the company’s rate is so high, compared to when they 

manage the oil palm replanting themselves. A self-funded farmer 

needs around Rp. 20 million (more than US$ 20,000) for chopping 

down the trees and seeding for the 2 hectares of kavling. 

Meanwhile, the company asks for about Rp. 225 million for its 

replanting package per kavling (2 ha) of land. 

Farmers, however, admitted that the replanting package 

proposed by the company was complete, as it included clearing 

the land, providing good seedlings, fertilizer, monitoring, etc., until 

the oil palm begins to be harvested (in around 4 to 5 years). Yet, 

they felt it was undoubtedly expensive. If the farmers do the 

replanting, they must pay people to clear the trees away, provide 

seedlings, plant the seedlings, and subsequently manage their plot 

themselves. An informant explains the replanting process in Baras 

compared to Sumatra:  

I noticed that there is a difference between people 
who are here and in Riau. In Riau, before they plant 
oil palm, they burn the land. At this place, people do 
not burn the land. If it is new, the land must be 
burned too. Nevertheless, it is not as large as those 
for the people in Sumatra when they burn the land. 
In Sumatra, people slash and burn lands completely. 
After slashing and clearing away the trees by 
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excavator, then the land is burnt. Like what the 
company does when it open its second new areas, 
they did not burn the land because the land was 
quite clean, but the chopped trees were burnt and, 
after cutting them, then the land is tilled; otherwise 
land workers will suffer because of many thorny 
plants such as rattan (Haji Daéng Macommo, 2014). 

 

According to my observation from the field site, there have been 

no massive cases of replanting through the slash-and-burn method 

applied specifically in Baras. 

 

5.4.7 From Farm to Process 

A laboratory analyst of an oil palm mill in Baras told me that 

tinera seedlings, artificially hybridized with a combination of dura 

and vessivera, are mostly planted in the area. According to the 

analyst, these seedlings are specifically compatible with tropical 

weather. Thus, in PT Unggul alone, for example, 1000 fresh fruit 

bunches (TBS) can contain more than 20% oil. So the refinery 

processes 800 tons of TBS per day to produce about 160 tons per 

day of CPO and KPO (Syarif, pers. comm., 2014).  

I have seen that the processing of oil palm at the PT Unggul 

in Bulili is done with a semi-modern technology compared to what 

Santoso (2008: 458) has explained. Staff and workers in the refinery 
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even confirmed that the machines in the refinery are getting old. 

It is therefore not rare that the machines became jammed, which 

has led to an increase in the company’s production costs. In order 

to cope with such issues, PT UWTL added a new refinery machine 

at Agribaras in SP 3 in order to maximize the production.  

As a comparison, PT Pasangkayu, a branch of PT AAL, 

produces about 60 tons per hour. Their concession rights (HGU) are 

up to an amount of over 9000 ha. for the plantation and an 

amount of 6000 ha of NES. The harvested palm fruits brought to 

these fineries are used to produce two main products: Crude Palm 

Oil (CPO) and (inner) kernel oil, but the fat is mainly used to make 

cooking oil, soap, and other products. The company claimed that 

their industrial cesspools (limbah industri) are sent to fertilizer 

factories and internally used for compost (Sembodo, pers. comm., 

2014).  

5.5 Oil Palm and Environment 

There has been an increasing global and local concern over 

the impact of oil palm on the environment. Scholars and 

environmental activists believe that “oil palm expansion is leading 

to negative environmental consequences, i.e. forest conversion, 

peat land conversion, agrochemicals, and pollution connected to 

the waste from oil palm mills” (Jiwan, 2013: 49; see also Cramb & 
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Curry, 2012: 225; Tsujino et al. 2016). The concerns stem in part from  

how  slash-and-burn practices to deal with forest biomass and 

peat bring CO2 into the atmosphere (Pye, 2013; Cramb & Curry, 

2012: 225; McCarthy & Zen, 2010). Furthermore, the expansion of 

the oil palm industry has continued to destroy biodiversity, the 

ecosystem, and endemic species (Cramb & McCarthy, 2016a: 7-

8; Gatto, et al., 2015: 292; Vijay et al., 2016). 

Locally, the environmental concerns also emerge, as it is 

hard to deny that the oil palm industry has continued to replace 

the forest areas of Sulbar. Oil palm expansion has recently gone 

further and farther to the upland border of Donggala district of 

Central Sulawesi. Until very recently, oil palm farms have 

continuously and massively covered the two districts of northern 

West Sulawesi, i.e. Pasangkayu and Mamuju Tengah. Many settlers, 

especially the first transmigrants, admitted that their environment 

is remarkably changing. An informant told me that the striking 

change is that rainfall has been rare, compared to their first arrival 

at the frontier, when there had been non-stop rain day and night. 

“The oil palm trees absorbed water massively due to its root vessel 

reach of about 3 meters into the ground and about 4 to 5 meters 

horizontally”, a farmer stated. It is not surprising that many small 

rivers are empty, and household wells are drying up. The air is also 
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becoming warmer, and the weather is weird to many settlers. 

Today, “even if it was raining, we feel warm,” a woman adds. As it 

is with tropics, the area is mostly humid, but then humidity has 

turned into a warmer weather (lembab-kering). During my stay in 

the field site, the temperature hovered around 30-37o Celsius.  

With regard to environmental issues, an investigation 

reported that to produce CPO, the mills simply dumped the 

hazardous and toxid waste (bahan berbahaya & beracun - B3), 

both solid and liquid waste, when processing the CPO 

(Nainggolan, 2015). Furthermore, Nainggolan’s investigation 

reveals that the storage of the calcium carbonate (CaCo3) within 

the mills is far from meeting the safety standard. The CaCO3 

subsequently mixed in with other materials, and as a result, the 

waste continuously affects the soil, water, and air around the mills. 

Although the mill gave a guarantee by providing a “sophisticated” 

wastewater treatment system, as I saw myself, the leaking waste 

appeared in the rivers around the mills, such as the Bayu, the Rauh, 

the Moi, and the Pasangkayu rivers. The colors of these rivers 

notoriously turned turbid and brown. This phenomenon is likely 

similar to the effects of oil palm plantations in many parts of 

Indonesia, just as in West Kalimantan, where many rivers have 

been contaminated (Levang et al., 2016: 291). 
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Figure 9-4  

Moreover, the various types of local fishes, such as, 

freshwater catfish (Latin: vandellia cirhosa), and carp, as well as 

eel (massapi) (Lat. anguilliformes) have disappeared in the rivers. 

The Lariang River, which is legendary as the largest and longest 

river in the island of Sulawesi, now runs through large plantation 

concession areas and has suffered from pollution and 

contamination. The river used to be a vital source of irrigation for 

hundreds of hectares of farmland and a water supply for local 

needs for centuries. Information from the field site shows that 

nowadays, during the rainy season, flash floods frequently occur 

over the area the Lariang River traverses, such as at Bambakoro 

and Kulu villages, a phenomenon that never occurred before the 

1990s. According to local peoples, flash floods occur mainly 

because oil palm trees have replaced the huge forest along the 

Lariang River banks. Fauna of these forests, such as deer, dwarf 

buffalo (anoa, covering two species Lat.  Bubalus quarlesi and Lat. 

Bubalus epressicornis), monkeys, and wild pig (Lat. sus serafa) have 

disappeared. Additionally, it is difficult to obtain the various types 

of local woods, such as, aloe (Lat. aquilaria malaccensis) and 

timber tree woods (Lat. shorea platycarpa) (Tempo, 28/10/2014). 

Due to these environmental effects, the palm oil sector is 

sometimes said to be focused on producing the  “cruel oil” (Center 
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for Science in the Public Interest, 2005). The environmental 

destruction caused by oil palm in West Sulawesi is likely similar to 

what has happened in Kalimantan, where agrarian conflicts “were 

associated with areas with people who were less dependent on 

provision services from the forests, and an already extensive oil 

palm” (Abram, et al. 2017:41).  

There are a few local civil society groups, such as NGOs, that 

have directly engaged with the issues of oil palm in the region, 

including during the period of research. However, their voices and 

advocacy are subordinate to the interests of oil palm stakeholders. 

This is likely because such groups are “constrained by lack of 

resources, capacity, and collective action problems”, as 

McCarthy and Cramb (2016: 451) note for many parts of 

Indonesia’s oil palm areas. Their advocacy is mainly geared to 

helping the local communities in agrarian cases. However, when 

conducting the field research, I did not encounter any groups or 

organisations concerned about the impacts of the oil palm 

industry, particularly on the environment in the study area.  

5.6 Conclusion 

The oil palm sector in Indonesia is likely to continue to develop 

intensively over the next decade. Despite criticisms (globally, 
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nationally and locally), the trend shows that the oil palm sector is 

widespread across the country. The main reasons are the global 

demands, mainly from the emerging markets, such as China and 

India (Rifin, 2013), but from longer established markets such as the 

European Union as well. Indonesia, both as a consumer and 

producer, likewise needs oil palm. Both the national and local 

governments keep calling for more international and national 

investors to become involved further in the sector.  

Demands from these markets will likely continue to stimulate 

oil palm production expansion.  In order to boost national 

production, the government is aiming “to produce 5 to 6 tons CPO 

per hectare or 25 tons fresh fruit bunches (TBS) per hectare 

annually”, says Bayu Krisnamukthi, the Director of BPDPKS – Badan 

Pengelola Dana Perkebunan Kelapa Sawit (Management Bureau 

of Oil Palm Funds) (Detik.com, 18/7/2017). Unavoidably, 

development of the industry has become a catalyst for industrial 

agricultural development, hence, resulting in the massive need for 

lands in Indonesia to implement development of this sector 

(Schoenberger et al., 2017: 706; Hamilton-Hart, 2014: 2; Cramb & 

McCarthy, 2016a: 29-30; Obidzinski et al., 2014; Jiwan, 2013: 51). 

In the context of the Southeast Asian region, the oil palm 

industry is believed to accelerate the integration of the ASEAN 
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community. Two pivotal ASEAN members, Indonesia and Malaysia, 

which are the leading world producers of palm oil, have now 

integrated into their policy the Indonesian Sustainable Palm Oil 

(ISPO) and Malaysian Sustainable Palm Oil (MSPO) initiatives, an 

integration and standardization project encompassing production 

from upstream to downstream. Such integration and 

standardization in the two countries will likely continue to dominate 

their market share of up to 90 percent (Detik.com, 1/9/2017; see 

also Pye, 2016; Carlson et al., 2018). The result of the integration of 

these two countries’ production is going to intensify, even to 

increase the oil palm industry in the world. 

The trends above will likely render the political economy of 

the oil palm industry even more complex in the future. This 

complexity, in Indonesia’s context, is increasingly involving lower 

level actors, that is, at the provincial and district levels, as seen in 

the case of Pasangkayu of West Sulawesi. 

Finally, the empirical research from the field confirms that the 

complexity of oil palm in Pasangkayu has accelerated the 

transformation of the area. Being the vital product of the 

agricultural frontier, the oil palm industry has also contributed to 

the dynamics of the economic frontier in terms of the land 

transactions it has catalyzed. For better or worse, oil palm has 
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changed the landscape of the northern part of West Sulawesi. 

What remains to be seen is how oil palm influences the local 

community, which will be elaborated in the next chapter.  
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 Chapter 6: Bugis Engagement with Oil Palm  
 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter aims to explain aspects of the growing oil palm sector 

in Sulawesi, with particular focus on Baras of Pasangkayu district of 

West Sulawesi. Specifically, this chapter analyzes the impact of the 

oil palm industry on the local frontier community,  focusing on the 

Bugis settlers and their engagement with the industry. These Bugis 

are the first documented transmigration participants and 

spontaneous migrants in Indonesia who have contributed to the 

opening of frontier of settlement and the frontier of agriculture in 

West Sulawesi. This case study is aimed at contributing to the 

discussions surrounding oil palm complexity in Indonesia and its 

influence on the dynamics of particular communities. 

Furthermore, I also argue that oil palm has brought both 

positive and negative impacts to Baras of North Mamuju.  As noted 

previously, I classify this frontier as an intersection frontier, referring 

to the model of overlapping types of frontiers: a frontier of 

settlement, agriculture, economy and politics. Importantly, the 

transformation of this frontier site is largely generated and driven 

by one factor, which is the oil palm sector along with its complexity. 

Specifically, along with presence of Balinese, Javanese, and local 
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settlers in Pasangkayu, Bugis have played a significant role in the 

transformation of the tropical forest frontier into the oil palm 

industry. 

Thus, to analyze this oil palm community, this study focuses 

on the roles of rural households in joint-venture or partnership 

schemes, and other independent smallholders on fringes of oil 

palm zones. The chapter is further divided into three subsequent 

parts: part one is focused on the context of oil palm development 

in North Mamuju, while parts two and three provide information on 

the engagement and coping strategies of Bugis in the oil palm 

sector respectively.  

6.2. Oil Palm Scheme 

In regard to plantation systems, in contrast to its neighboring 

oil palm state producers (e.g. Malaysia and Papua New Guinea) 

in the Asia Pacific region, Cramb & Curry (2012) show that 

Indonesia has implemented various production models and 

schemes such as estates on their own (private and/or state-owned 

companies) and nucleus estate-smallholders (NES) schemes, 

which involve collaboration of private or state-owned plantation 

companies as nucleus and settlers on state lands as smallholder 

“plasma” or “out growers” dealing directly with the plantation 

company (see tables 7 & 8 in the chapter 5). The model known as 
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PIR (Perkebunan Inti Rakyat), such as found in North Sumatra, is a 

“joint-venture schemes” system whereby a company develops 

and manages lands for farmers, while they pay rent based on land 

area. The “independent smallholders” system has also evolved into 

self-managed and funded oil palm cultivation, with smallholders in 

the NES model also adopting this system (Cramb & Curry, 2012: 227; 

McCarthy & Cramb, 2009; Cramb & McCarthy, 2016b: 49-52). 

These systems will be elaborated in the next section. 

 In terms of scale, Colchester et al. (2006: 42-43) classify oil 

palm cultivation into three types. The first is large-scale cultivation, 

either as state-owned plantation companies (Perusahaan 

Terbatas Perkebunan Negara – PTPN) or private companies. There 

is no presence of state companies, such as the PTPN, in West 

Sulawesi. All are private companies. Secondly, there are the 

medium-scale plantations, run by companies owned collectively 

or by a single individual, which significantly characterizes the oil 

palm enterprises in North Mamuju. Lastly, there are the small-scale 

plots (covering less than 25 hectares), owned primarily by 

individual farmer households in North Mamuju. In addition to the 

types posited by Colchester et al., (2006), my ethnographic data 

show a number of individual householders possessing more than 

25ha. Notably, two or three farmers and growers own an estimated 
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100 to 300ha of oil palm plantations in Pasangkayu, although, the 

average farmers hold 4 to 8 hectare of farmland. Some farmers in 

the locality cultivate a number of “collectively-owned” oil palm 

plantations, common amidst the Balinese community who bought 

the lands through the “arisan” [a sort of communal purchase], 

aggregating above 25ha for the “tanah arisan” [communal 

purchased land]. 

 In the case of Bugis settlers in Baras, acessing land has 

always  been about scarce resource access. In this case, land 

grabbing for the Bugis of Baras shows similairities to the accession 

of land in the Bugis homeland, South Sulawesi. Land grabbing 

among the Bugis in South Sulawesi, according to Pomp (1995: 847-

8), is predominantly through “purchase, forest clearing, and 

inheritance”, as “important modes of acquiring land” (chapters 

two and three have elaborated how purchases by Bugis in Baras 

could be considered as land acquisition).  

Recently, there have been substantial plots of land grabbed 

by clearing the forest, which I believe through observation is taking 

place at the peripheries of former transmigration sites. In fact, 

some informants in the field mentioned that two or three settlers in 

Balanti and Motu were participating in forest clearing to obtain 

lands in the southeast part of Baras (which is close to the border of 
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Central Sulawesi) (H. Daéng Magotong; H. Daéng Macommo; 

Daéng Mananringpale; Hj. Daéng Tasugi; H. Alangsugi, pers. 

comm., 2014).  

Notably, to the best of my knowledge the Bugis are not the 

only party involved in land grabbing, as their Balinese counterparts 

from Baras are also active participants. It is important to mention 

here that those Balinese, Javanese, and local settlers, particularly 

those non-transmigrant ones see the role of Bugis in shaping this oil 

palm frontier as that of a zealous patner. These settlers (either the 

Bugis or others – with the exeption of those who were against the 

oil palm such as, local Towani) believe that these oil palm and 

massive lands are good opportunity for them. As will be discussed 

in the subsequent chapter, the Balinese growers have apparently 

obtained more land than the Bugis in this frontier of agriculture.  

6.3. The Oil Palm Context in Pasangkayu of West Sulawesi 

Similar to developments in countless Indonesia locations, the 

oil palm sector is linked to the transmigration program in Baras. A 

recent study by Cramb and Curry (2012: 228) showed that “the 

Indonesian state has withdrawn from direct involvement” in 

establishment of oil palm plantations, resulting into “placement of 

additional responsibility on the plantation company, to interact 
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directly with smallholders or settlers”. A similar pattern has been 

noted in North Mamuju, as the local government has encouraged 

participation from both smallholders and companies, in order to 

boost economic development oriented to increasing the local 

government revenues (Pendapatan Asli Daerah - PAD).  

I elaborated in chapters 3, 4, and 5 how the oil palm industry 

in Pasangkayu was working hand-in-hand with state-sponsored 

migration, i.e. the transmigration program. The growth of the oil 

palm sector via the transmigration program can be found in many 

sites across Indonesia. However, the case of the Bugis oil palm 

community in Baras remains unique. Holistically elaborated in 

previous chapters, Bugis settlers who engage in the oil palm sector, 

are doing so mainly in Baras through as “translok” (warga 

transmigrasi lokal or local transmigrants) working their own oil palm 

plots (chapter 4). Thus, the Bugis oil palm growers in Baras are 

different from those in Kutai Kartenagara of East Kalimantan, 

whose target is to sell “large plots of land to companies” (de Jong, 

et al., 2017: 336).  

In fact, stories of the first field settlers are always centered on 

the establishment of oil palm mills, initially a refinery mill still 

operating in Motu village and a new mill established by Agribaras, 

a branch of PT Unggul Widya Teknologi Lestari (UWTL). Based on 
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the Kepmen RI/NO/351/KPTS/KB510/6/1987, on 15 June 1987,  PT 

UWTL was given a concession (Hak Guna Usaha - HGU) amounting 

to 17,000 ha of land, of which 10,000 ha was for oil palm 

plantations. Financially, it was under the In-Country Capital 

Investment (Penanaman Modal Dalam Negeri – PMDN), a 

financial investment scheme supported by the national 

government. The UWTL concession was officially launched by the 

Governor of South Sulawesi on 27 November 1988, though this land 

is now under the jurisdiction of West Sulawesi  

Additionally, a special harbor for CPO and KPO was built in 

Bonemanjing of Sarudu in June 1990, after which in August 1994 

Bonemanjing became the entrepôt of the oil palm industry in the 

region.  PT UWTL itself is under the Widya Corporation, a national-

level enterprise affiliated with PT Manakara Unggul Lestari, PT 

Dharma Pratama and PT Mulia Inti Perkasa. In addition, the Widya 

Corporation has a branch in the oil palm mill construction, PT 

Sarana Mukti Dirgasentosa, and an educational institute, i.e. 

Politeknik Sawit Citra Widya Edukasi (Nainggolan, 2015: 27-28; 

Harian Fajar, 2010; Antara, 2012; Kepala Desa Balanti, pers. comm., 

2014). Along with the construction of the PT UWTL complex, the 

transmigrants were engaged in the planting of oil palm seedlings 

and other jobs such as bush clearing, land preparation, fertilizing 
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and harvesting (H. Daéng Magotong; Hj. Daéng Mardianatungke; 

Hj. Indotangke; H. Daéng Pallontara; H. Daéng Macua, pers. 

comm., 2014).  

6.4. Bugis Engagement in the Oil Palm Sector 

Presently, many Bugis are heavily engaged in oil palm 

production in different locations, for example, forming a large 

proportion of the labourers in the oil palm sector in Sabah, east 

Malaysia (Pye et al., 2012),  and even working in this sector in West 

Kalimantan (Andi Kaluru; H. Daéng Macommo; H. Daéng 

Pallontara, pers. comm., 2014). However, my ethnographic study 

in West Sulawesi shows that the Bugis in North Mamuju, with the 

exception of only two informants9, had never cultivated and or 

engaged with oil palm before settling there. Interestingly, the vast 

majority of Bugis (particularly the first settlers in Baras) never had an 

idea of what the oil palm looked like, before they moved to this 

frontier settlement (chapters 1 and 2). Nonetheless, traditionally 

they were farmers, both  paddare (dry-land farmers) and 

paggalung (wet-paddy farmers), as their families had been for 

	
9 These two informants spent about 5 years working as buruh 

kasar (laborers) in Sabah, Malaysia, before moving to Baras. 
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generations (particularly all the informants from Timurung and 

Telle). 

Being a paddare working one’s own oil palm plot is a life-

long task, which could be often challenging, but involving a 

commitment to rural work that is nothing new for the Bugis. 

Moreover, they see engaging with oil palm as a great opportunity, 

as they often feel they have received “free” amounts of land as a 

gift despite this allotment being tied to a credit scheme (see 

chapters 1 and 2). One informant who was among the first Bugis 

transmigrants and oil palm growers to this frontier recounted his first 

experience: 

The transmigration program by the government 

provided basic daily needs such as rice, sugar, 

kerosene, salt and etc. However, this didn’t include 

money, so we had to earn money through labor jobs, 

such as planting of oil palm seedlings, clearing, and at 

times building of houses for upcoming transmigrants 

from Java, Bali and Nusa Tenggara. One main 

challenge we encountered was with the manual 

planting of seedlings into each hole, as it was highly 

laborious and time-consuming job. Average seedling 

weight was about ten kilograms each, with its height 

measuring between 70 centimeters to one meter. 

Much later, I spoke to our supervisors that we had to 

seek practical ways to plant the oil palm seedlings 

easily and fast, pitching my idea of cutting half of the 

seeding’s twigs and its total tendon. The idea was 
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initially rejected, but after much convincing, the idea 

was finally accepted. From that moment onwards, oil 

palm seedings’ plantings between 1989 to 1993 were 

in line with my suggestions, with evidence in 

plantations located around the Block H, J, F in SP 1 and 

many blocks in SP 2. Noticeably, the oil palm trees and 

fruits in these blocks were better and more productive, 

compared to their counterparts planted in SP 5 and 8 

(H. Daéng Magotong, pers. comm., 2014). 

 

All interviewed informants confirmed that oil palm brought 

significant change to their lives, primarily through achieving 

economic progress, which was everyone’s wish. Generally, most 

Bugis are always ready to achieve success through dedication, 

which led to the conclusion that oil palm could be their major 

means of prosperity, through their so-called aim of becoming  

“madécéng” (to be in a good condition, connoting prosperity in 

this context). This was the fundamental motivation of Bugis in this 

frontier, providing the rationale for why they agreed to migrate 

permanently or “move out their kitchen” (“mallékke dapureng”), 

as I earlier argued in chapter 2. At this point, fortune is no longer 

sought for, because it is now available through oil palm. To the 

Bugis farmers, oil palm farms means more than their “dalle”, as it is 

their “décéng” (prosperity). Apparently, it is safe to say that there 

is a reciprocal relation between the Bugis and  oil palm, as it has 
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changed their belief as regards economic endeavor and 

opportunity, with the oil palm as their precarious “brown gold” 

(emas berwarna coklat) (H. Daéng Macuwa; H. Daéng 

Macommo; H. Daéng Magotong; Hj. Indotangke, pers. comm., 

2014), or, as other analysts have called it,  “green gold” (e.g. 

Varkkey, 2012 :1).  

A vast majority of the over hundred Bugis farmers and non-

farmers I met in North Mamuju, possess the title of ‘haji’ or ‘hajjah’, 

which has been a simple index to highlight the performance of the 

local Bugis economy. As another indicator, like other settlers in 

Pasangkayu, most Bugis had already transitioned their houses into 

permanent cement foundation ones. However, in terms of 

property ownership (e.g. lands, vehicles for personal 

transportation, etc.), many informants believe that Balinese are the 

richest, followed closely by Bugis, before the Javanese and others. 

 Land ownership has been the remarkable factor for 

change, driving the obsession for land possession. Amidst the Bugis, 

land tenure is individual in nature, when compared to the 

communal mode of Balinese. When I asked an informant “What 

about Javanese and Sundanese?”, she responded that their land 

obsession is “neither individual nor communal”. Most lands have 

already been purchased by the Balinese and Bugis, therefore, 
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“pushing most Javanese to reapply for transmigration to 

Kalimantan and Luwuk of Central Sulawesi” (Hj. Daéng Tasugi; H. 

Daéng Massaro; H. Daéng Magotong, pers. comm., 2014).  

6.5. Coping with Oil Palm Works 

During the early days spent with the Bugis in the field site, I 

was impressed with how they cope with the oil palm sector. For 

example, to solve the challenge of oil palm farms located on hilly 

or marshy areas, they invented a carrier semi-truck, which is the 

locally called oto dompeng (figure 6-1).  

Figure 6-1: The author trying out an oto dompeng in Balanti 
of Baras during the field research. 

 

 Source: Author, 2017. 

This carrier is a traditionally modified, built-up vehicle used to 

transport TBS and equipment and for other daily needs. This mighty 

transport utility was initially “imported” from the Bugis homeland of 

Pompanua in 2003. This oto dompeng is handy and vital to 
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collection of harvested TBS, and most importantly for navigation to 

hilly and marshy plantations. Today, the vehicle is sold through a 

local business in Pasangkayu and Central Mamuju. Similarly, a 

businesswoman told me that she has built-up an industry, which 

can produce about 2 to 4 oto dompeng per month, currently 

costing about 30 million rupiahs. Thanks to this vehicle’s invention, 

there seems to be no hilly location that is inaccessible for any oil 

palm plantation activities.  

 In addition, a 60-year-old man recounted how he treated his 

oil palm plantations in a manner similar to his farm in Timurung, e.g. 

literally clearing up the grass around the oil palm kavling: 

It is totally different as I have been a peasant for more 

than half of my life, worked so many odd jobs, but I 

can confess to you that the oil palm is tough like no 

other crops. However, once you understand its 

intricacies, it actually becomes an easier job (Pak 

Haji Cua, pers. comm., 2014). 

 

These stories illustrate the creativeness and adaptability of 

most Bugis who tend to migrate out of their homeland. In fact, 

many of my informants in Baras admitted that although they can 

read and write the Bugis script used in  lontara, they can hardly 

write and speak Bahasa Indonesia. When I asked the head of a 
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farmer group, “How do you manage your oil palm group, e.g. 

writing reports, TBS, etc.?,” he responded: 

The first time I tried, I literally drew the letters and 

numbers one by one. However, I got better day after 

day, as I effectively organize three farmer groups that 

possess about 60 ha. of lands. Furthermore, I have 

bank accounts in BRI and already visited many 

financial institutions in Pasangkayu and Palu for 

business” (H. Daéng Marica, pers. comm., 2014). 

 Additionally, compared to other farm systems, the 

knowledge and experience necessary for working oil palm seem 

to be less stressful than other farming options for the Bugis settlers in 

North Mamuju. For example, the way they cultivate and maintain 

their oil palm plots seems much easier than farming cocoa. “You 

must treat your cocoa like you are raising a baby every day, if you 

truly desire a thriving cocoa farm!” said an informant. “However, 

once palm trees grow and start producing fruits within three to four 

years, you will enjoy them continuously for the next twenty years, 

as it is a gold farm!” he enthusiastically added. During the peak 

season, a farmer could harvest an average of 900 TBS per month, 

implying a kavling can earn about 2.5 million rupiahs to 8 million 

rupiahs per month. Aggregately, oil palm farmer’s incomes are 

valued based on the number of TBS harvested per month (H. 
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Daéng Macommo; Hj. Daéng Tasugi; H. Daéng Magotong, pers. 

comm., 2014). 

 Observing and studying their behavior, I noticed many Bugis 

oil palm growers spent less time in the plantation fields than other 

farming options might require, as a particular farmer from Balanti 

told me:  

One reason I like this work is the fact that I do not 

need to farm every day, like I did back in my 

home village. Before, I usually work 7 days a 

week, but here you can either visit your farms 

once in a month, or rely on your worker report 

about your farms’ condition and TBS progress (H. 

Cua, pers. comm., 2014).  

 

Noteworthily, most (if not all) Bugis farmers paid laborers or 

workers to manage their kavlings. This dependence has 

occasioned a recent crisis in the oil palm sector of North Mamuju, 

due to paucity of laborers and increase in the cost of (particularly) 

harvesting and pruning works. For example, in 2015 and 2016, 

farmers had to pay around 3000 to 3500 rupiahs per TBS for 4-to-10-

meter-high trees and about 5000 rupiahs per TBS for 15-meters-high 

trees. As a result, a harvester or laborer may sometimes earn more 

money than the owner of the plot he is working. Notably, a diligent 

and efficient worker can earn an average 700,000 rupiahs per 
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kavling each month, and even more if he works for other kavling 

(Daéng Magotong; Daéng Mabonga; Daéng Parani; Hj. Indo 

Cenning, pers. com., 2014 & 2017). However, this is attributed to 

the fact that most harvesters are capable of laboring in many 

kavlings.  

In addition, a dedicated worker in Baras can earn up to 7 

million rupiahs per month, even if he does not possess a piece of 

kavling. Therefore, in order to keep their harvesters’ committed to 

their kavlilng, oil palm growers have to pay attention to the plight 

of their workers; otherwise, these laborers will move to work for 

other plantation owners. Perhaps, it is largely true, as Li (2016: 374) 

has argued, that “the promise that oil palm brings jobs legitimates 

the allocation of massive areas of land to oil palm companies, 

although this expansion of plantations does not compensate for 

future generations’ opportunities.” However, in contrast,  in 

Pasangkayu and Central Mamuju  most farmers seek for more 

workers, particularly harvesters or pruners to work in their oil palm 

plots.  

As my ethnographic records show, every single activity in the 

oil palm process of cultivation has a price tag, with  the costs 

continuing to increase over time (see table 12, for example).  
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Table 12: Costs of plantation processes and works in (specifically) Baras. 

 Item Price in 1988 
to 2004 (in 
Rupiah) 

Price in 2014/2015 
(in Rupiah) 

I. Land Preparation Land clearing 
(tree chop) 

110,000/2 ha 7 million/2 ha 

 Land cleaning 25/1 day/2 
ha 

200,000/2 ha 

 Land survey 40,000/2ha 400,000/2 ha 
 Trenches 

creating 
50/1 meter 10,000/1 meter 

 Small bridge 
making 

5000/bridge 150,000/bridge 

II. Germination Sprout 15,000/kg 2500/polybag 
 Soil-polybag 

filling 
25/polybag 2500/polybag 

 Transplanting 15/polybag 1500/polybag 
 Seed fertilizing 100/polybag 1000/polybag 
 Pest spraying 15/polybag 155,000/350polybag 
 Seed transport 10/polybag 5000/polybag 
III. Planting Staking 10/polybag 1000/polybag 
 Planting 25/polybag 7000/polybag 
 Fertilizing 20/1 sack 20,000/1 sack 
IV. Harvesting Harvesting 25/TBS 3500 to 5000/TBS 

 Berondolan 25/sack 3000/sack 
V. Maintenance  TPH cleaning 30/2 ha 50,000/2 ha 

 Leaves control 30/tree 30,000/2 ha 
 Trunks control 50/2 ha 50,000/day/2 ha 
 Alang alang 

control 
60/2 ha 50,000/2 ha 

 Non-alang 
alang control 

60/2 ha 200,000/2 ha 

 Spray pest 30/2 ha /day 200,000/2 ha 
 Pruning   1.5 to 3 million/2 ha 
 Farm group 

administration 
10/kilogram 30/kilogram 

Source: Author’s compilation based on Haji Daéng Magotong and Haji 
Daéng Macommo, pers. comm., 2014. 

  

As table 12 depicts, there has been a significant increase as 

regards the cost of tasks associated with oil palm cultivation. From 

an economic perspective, growing oil palm tends to be more 

expensive, as growers have to deal with these costs, while earnings 

sometimes fluctuate. Hence, to minimize the costs, most farmers 

decreased or discounted less urgent items, such as fertilizers. An 

informant specifically told me that in the early 2000s, growers used 
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twelve types of fertilizers, but now it is almost impossible to access 

such varied fertilizers, as they have access to just two to three types 

of fertilizers. Furthermore, to spend less, it is important to manage 

certain tasks personally, such as doing pruning or cleaning the 

blady grass (alang-alang, Lat. imperata cylindrica).  

Recent information from the field has shown that 

berondolan (the remaining oil palm fruits after the harvest) now 

possess economic value, as they are sold at about 1000 rupiahs 

per kilogram. Picking the post-harvest berondolan is not a hard job, 

as women or teenagers can easily participate in their collection. 

These berondolan are collected, then sold to the 

middlemen/middlewomen (tengkulak) or “collector” 

(pengumpul), who in turn sells them to the refinery mills (Hj. 

Macenning; H. Daéng Magotong; Hj. Daéng Tasugi, pers. comm., 

2017). 

Figure  

It has to be noted that the relationship between landowners 

and their workers (harvesters or pruners) among the Bugis 

community in Bara, is based on oral contract. Therefore, it is not 

rare to find farmers sack their harvesters, if they are not pleased 

with their dealings, and for workers to leave their employing farmer, 

if the farmers stop paying a competitive wage. This “new” mode 

of a more strictly economic relationship has changed the cultural 
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economy based on “patron-client’ relationships among the Bugis 

(chapters 1 & 2; see also Acciaoli, 2000). Most of the kerja kasar 

(rough work) and kerja keras (hard work) are predominantly done 

by men within the Bugis community. In fact, during my stay at their 

community, I never met a woman harvesting (panen) in the 

plantations. As I elaborated earlier in chapter 1, a Bugis woman 

after marriage often becomes an ibu rumah tangga (housewife). 

Furthermore, as I have seen on the field, woman help their 

husband to do “light work” (kerja ringan), such as fumigation, 

monitoring of the plots (catat TBS), and collection of the 

berondolan. Definitely, the Bugis women are quite different from 

the Balinese women, who can perform several duties as regards oil 

palm works that are also done by their men. 

However, with progress recorded in the economic sector, 

social cohesion remains shallow and superficial. I have argued in 

chapters 1 and 2, that the Bugis adhere to their concepts of siri’ 

and pessé. However, the dynamics of the oil palm industry has led 

to the decrease in the bonds of familial values (asseajingeng), 

including notably, the implementation of siri’, which is associated 

with personal value and is the main reason why Bugis from 

Timurung and Telle performed mallékke dapureng to Pasangkayu 

(chapter 2) to the present. In addition, communal solidarity (pessé) 
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within the Bugis community has become superficial. This 

phenomenon happened due to the fact that the oil palm industry 

and its monoculture systems are solely transactional, i.e. based 

upon profit-oriented relations.  

One of the oil palm impacts upon this Bugis community, in 

my point of view, is the gradual depletion of their local practical 

knowledge or what James Scott (1989: 311-341) called “mētis”. For 

example, Scott (1998: 229) clearly mentioned that in Indonesia, 

elderly Bugis sea captains will attend to the direction of sea wave 

motion, weather, or current changes, or a combination of the 

three. When the amplitude of the ocean's waves changes or the 

ship is struck by waves from a different direction, the skipper quickly 

detects the shift through the ship's roll and pitch (Scott, 1998: 329). 

According to Scott (1998), any skilled or craft practitioner develops 

a broad repertory of movements, visual judgements, a sense of 

touch, or a discriminating gestalt for evaluating the work, as well 

as a variety of correct intuitions developed from experience that 

defy communication separate from practice.  

I have also elaborated in previous chapters how the Bugis 

settlers in Baras were previously paddare and paggalung in their 

original home villages. With respect to their local practical 

knowledge on farming, such as pananrang (traditional farming 
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knowledge related to the times and practices of seeding, 

harvesting, etc.), Bugis knowledge of climate and agriculture10 has 

been very useful in coping with varying environmental conditions. 

Nonetheless, due to the oil palm cultivation system, Bugis growers 

and farmers have neglected their inherited knowledge, as they 

have had to cope with the new context of the oil palm system. My 

ethnographic data show that the second generation of this Bugis 

community did not recognize such knowledge, as the oil palm 

cultivation requires new skills and an adaptations to monotony, 

compared to agricultural practices in which Bugis farmers have 

engaged for centuries.  

Nonetheless, this is not all bad news, as the former KTM area 

was aimed to engineer and develop a multi-ethnic society, which 

has indicators of success. Bringing in an era of inter-ethnic and 

inter-religious relations, including cohesion among Indonesians 

within this former transmigration site, there has been an increased 

openness and inclusiveness in this frontier community.  

	
10 In his study in the “rice-bowl” areas of Bugis homeland, Maeda 

(1991: 536)  noted that there about 19 rites in the Bugis agricutural 
(particularly but not alwways rice) calendar, namely: 1) tudang sipulung; 
2) mappalili; 3)sipulung loka; 4) sipulung noreng bine; 5) maddese bine; 
6) mappano bine; 7) mappamula taneng; 8) sipulung pura taneng; 9) 
maggapi ase; 10) mappanre to mangideng; 11) maddumpu ase; 12) 
madduppa bine ase; 13) mappaguling wesse; 14) mappammula 
menggala; 15) sipulung lawa; 16) sipulung bettte; 17) maccera’ lappo; 
18) mappanre galung; and 19) mappadendang. 
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6.6. Conclusion 

 I have shown that along with other investment needs, local 

governments have argued that oil palm is the only path for 

development. Many communities, especially those in West 

Sulawesi, have either been lured by this prescription, or faced with 

marginalization and political pressure if resistant. In West Sulawesi, 

it is the vision of the local government to consolidate both 

Pasangkayu and Central Mamuju districts as the center for oil palm 

producers in the East Indonesian region. Thus, as a result, every 

single kecamatan (sub-district) in these districts has been covered 

by oil palm plantations. 

 Similar to what is happening in many oil palm areas across 

Indonesia, recent trends have shown that the government is no 

longer the dominating actor for production in this sector, as state-

owned have now yielded to private enterprises in more recent 

regions of oil palm development. Independent smallholders have 

become the main suppliers, with no intent to decrease in years to 

come. A recent study has documented this trend through 

collectiveness of the smallholders to obtain more benefits (Jelsma, 

et al., 2017). 
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Within the oil palm and outside the industrial zones, the 

relevant question to be answered is focused on who gets what, 

and how they get it. Oftentimes, many people see oil palm as a 

great opportunity, while others view it as a nightmare. In these 

regards, Tania Murray Li was right in her observation concerning 

the correlation between oil palm and the transmigration program, 

which “operates as an instrument for massive enclosure of land by 

private capital”, in which “the oil palm plantations have 

fundamental dispossessory dynamics” (Li, 2017: 2). Therefore, in the 

context of the oil palm complexity in (particularly) Pasangkayu 

and (generally) West Sulawesi, Li’s analsysis is apt.  

Finally, for the Bugis settlers in the emerging Pasangkayu and 

Central Mamuju districts, the oil palm industries have also directly 

affected their lives. Either as landholders, farmers or growers, 

company workers, middlemen or middlewomen, laborers, and 

entrepreneurs, they all have been participants in the dynamization 

of this frontier community and the inherent complexation of the oil 

palm industry. Experiencing varying forms of farming, coupled with 

their ability to survive in any (including predatory) environments, 

the Bugis involvement in the oil palm sector remains remarkable. 

To these Bugis, particularly the farmers whose background is as 
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paddare in their homeland, the oil palm farms is indeed precious 

to them, as it is seen as a non-stop productive tree of “green gold”.  
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 Chapter 7: Decentralization and Ethnic Politics: A 

Reflection of Two Decades of Indonesia’s Local 

Autonomy 
 

7.1. Introduction 

After more than three decades of highly centralized and 

authoritarian control by Suharto’s New Order regime (1966-98), 

there have been internal demands and external pressure on 

Indonesia to become both more democratic and more 

decentralized in its governmental arrangements. The pressure  

brought Indonesia’s central government and national 

representatives to pass Laws 22/1999 and 25/1999 to decentralize 

administration and shift towards local autonomy. Under this 

legislation, it was intended to decentralize the operation of all 

ministries (with the exception of religious affairs, foreign affairs, 

defense, and monetary and fiscal matters). This legislation and its 

endorsement became a turning point of remarkable change in 

Indonesia’s contemporary political landscape (Aspinall & Fealy, 

2003; Suradinata, 2006; Rasyid, 2005; Imawan, 2005 & 2006; Smith 

B, 2008; Haris, 2005; Green, 2005; World Bank, 2003; Kaiser et al., 

2006; Pierskalla & Sacks, 2017).  
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Many have argued that decentralization would bring positive 

impacts. Economically, it was intended to create efficiency and 

improve service delivery. Politically, it aimed to improve 

accountability, political stability and national integration (Smith, 

1985: 4). Arguably, there would be more balance between the 

central and regional governments, which share responsibility for 

economic development. Local governments and local people 

have arguably become more powerful in relation to the national 

state compared with previous regimes. Moreover, with 

decentralization, the recent implementation of Undang-Undang 

Desa (i.e. Law No. 6/2014 or the Village Law) has brought direct 

impacts to the bottom layer of government, the village (Vel & 

Bedner, 2015). Thus, structurally and procedurally democracy is 

apparently deepening and becoming more widespread in 

Indonesia nowadays. 

However, Indonesia’s experience over decentralization has 

not been without challenges. Accompanying, or following the 

euphoria of pemekaran, the “blossoming” of new administrative 

units by subdivision of existing units, as the core product of 

decentralization, there has also been the alarming phenomenon 

of primordialism or the politicization of local (particularly ethnic) 

identities. This has arisen, in part, because, with growing local 
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democratization, decentralization has also gone hand-in-hand 

with the rise of new local elites who attempt to pursue power for 

the sake of strengthening local and ethnic identities. In this 

chapter, I use the term ethnic identity as proposed by King and 

Wider (2003: 197), who define it as “people of the same ethnic 

category [who] claim that they share the same roots, and that 

their identity is a basic given.” In addition, ethnic identity needs to 

be treated “as a feature of social organisation, rather than a 

nebulous expression of culture” in which “ethnic group 

membership is relying on ascription and self-ascription”, where 

“individuals embrace it, are constrained by it, act on it, and 

experience it” (Barth, 1994: 12).  

This chapter endeavors to examine what Indonesia has 

achieved in the last decades of decentralization by tracing the 

significance of ethnic and cultural politics in the country. In other 

words, has decentralization brought about what its prominent 

advocates yearned for? How do “decentralizers” – to borrow a 

term suggested by Crook and Manor (1998: 2) to denote 

supporters and prominent advocatates of local autonomy – play 

their roles in re-actualizing or reinventing their local identities? How 

has local identity emerged within the state’s territory? In answering 

these questions, firstly, I re-visit the discourse of decentralization. 
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Secondly, I assess how local identities have been re-actualized in 

the name of local autonomy. Thirdly, I address the shift of Sulawesi’s 

political landscape in the decentralization constellation. 

7.2. Decentralization and Administrative Subdivision in 

Indonesia: 1945-2017 

Decentralization, actually, is not a new phenomenon in 

Indonesia. In fact, this country had recognized regional autonomy 

(otonomi daerah, or shortly “otoda”) just after independence (that 

is, the Law 1/1945 and the Law 20/1948). However, due to the 

limited space of this chapter, its focus is the turning point of the 

contemporary implementation of decentralization in the 

Reformasi era. By implementing law 22/1999 about “The 

Arrangement of Regional Government” (Pengaturan 

Pemerintahan Daerah), the connection between the central and 

local (provincial and district) governmental arrangement shifted 

significantly. This legislation was followed by the implementation of 

the Law 25/1999 about “Financial Balance of National and 

Regional Government” (Perimbangan Keuangan Pusat dan 

Daerah). Later, the Reformasi law was amended by the Law 

32/2004 about “Regional Autonomy” (Otonomi Daerah). After ten 

years of implementation, Law 32/2004, was adjusted and 

improved by the applying of Act Law 23/2014 about “Local 
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Government” (Pemerintahan Daerah). More recently, Indonesia’s 

decentralization has been arranged with Law 10/2015, that is, the 

revision of the Law 23/2014 on “Local Government” above (see 

also Mahardika, 2000; Smith B, 2008; Kuncoro, 2004: 4-6; Lay, 2001: 

147). 

During the Old Order, administrative subdivision, a precursor 

of post-New Order pemerkaran, occurred regularly with regard to 

regional governments in Indonesia. Decentralization at that time 

mostly occurred outside Java. The islands of Sumatra, Kalimantan 

and Sulawesi, which have quite a wide geographical area, were 

considered for expansion of the number of administrative units. For 

example, Sumatra province was first divided into North Sumatra, 

Central Sumatra, and South Sumatra. Similarly, the province of 

Kalimantan was first divided into South Kalimantan, West 

Kalimantan and East Kalimantan. 

Then, during the New Order period, such administrative 

subdivision also occurred, but in a very limited number of regions. 

In fact, this process only happened in the formation of three 

provinces in Indonesia. The majority of new regional formation 

occurred with the recognition of municipalities as a consequence 

of the process of urbanization transforming what were previously 

parts of the districts (kabupaten, sometimes translated by other 
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authors as “regencies”). The subdivision process begins with the 

establishment of the Administrative City as an administrative area, 

which is then formed into the Municipality as an autonomous 

region. The process of expansion of such areas was also carried 

out in a "top-down" way and mainly dominated by administrative 

technocratic processes. 

Furthermore, during the reform era after the fall of the New 

Order, the proposed subdivision of regions (daerah) and hence 

the proliferation in their number in Indonesia began when the spirit 

of regional autonomy was initiated, which accompanied the 

emergence of euphoria forthe reform movement in Indonesia. 

Regional expansion policies during the reform era were more 

bottom-up in orientation and dominated by political processes 

rather than administrative processes. It is, therefore, this 

admnistrative process and political situation that then provided a 

huge opportunity for the proliferation of proposals for regional 

subdivision. 

The issuance of Law 22/1999 concerning Regional 

Government and Law 129/2000 concerning Procedures for 

Formation, Elimination and Merger of Regions initiated the 

momentum for regions to propose subdivisionM the parameters for 

which had been given by provisions of article 5 of Law 22/1999. 

Therefore, as guided by this law, new districts, municipalities, and 
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provinces were formed based on consideration of economic 

capacity, regional potential, socio-cultural and socio-political 

parameters, population, area and other considerations that 

enabled the implementation of regional autonomy. Furthermore, 

the provisions of Article number 6, verse 1 and 2, of L 22/1999 

concerning Regional Government state that regions can be 

deleted or merged with other regions, and autonomous regions 

can be divided into more than one region if deemed appropriate 

to regional development. The regulation thus provides more free 

space for the formation of new regions. 

Decentralization processes were then regulated by Law No. 

32/2004 regarding Regional Government and Law 78/2007 

concerning the “Procedures for Formation, Elimination and 

Regional Merger”, along with the amendment of Law 22/1999. In 

Law 32/2004, in fact, the government has been a bit strict in regard 

to regional expansion. This change can be seen in the provisions 

concerning the merging of regions that have already been 

divided if they do not reach the minimum standards of the 

performance results that should be achieved. Although this 

possibility has been mandated in a formal juridical phrasing, the 

national government has never carried out the remerger of 

previously separated administrative units. In the end, what 

happened has been only the "addition" of new autonomous 
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regions as a result of the separation of certain parts of the region 

from the larger whole. 

The other significant changes are the number of districts that 

have joined to become new provinces and the number of sub-

districts that have come together to form new districts and 

municipalities. Government Regulation  129/2000, stipulated that 

the formation of a province must contain at least 4 (four) districts 

or municipalities, while Government Regulation 78/2007 tightened 

this requirement to a minimum of 5 (five) districts or municipalities. 

Correspondingly, in Government Regulation 129/2000 for the 

formation of a new district, at least only 4 (four) sub-districts are 

required, but in Government Regulation 58/2007 the conditions are 

increased to 5 (five) sub-districts (kecamatan). Whereas previously 

the establishment of a new municipality only required 3 (three) sub-

districts, now it has been tightened to a minimum of 4 (four) sub-

districts. 

Thus, decentralization in Indonesia has been accompanied 

by “pemekaran” (literally, “blossoming”), that is, the formation of 

administrative units. The extent of change in the number of its 

administrative units is shown in table 13 (see also, Nordholt & van 

Klinken, 2007: 19; Kimura, 2006: 22; Dormeier-Freire and Maurer, 

2002: 266-7; Lay, 2001: 149-152; Kaiser et al., 2006: 166-172). 
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Table 13: The levels of government in Indonesia, as of end-2017. 

Level Head of 
administratio
n 

Number of autonomous 
districts, municipalities & 

provinces in specific 
years  

2000 2010 2015 
National President 

(elected) 
1 1 1 

Province Governor 
(elected) 

26 33 34 

District & 
Municipality 

Regent & 
Mayor 
(elected) 

268 & 
73 

398 & 
93 

416 & 
98 

Sub-district Head of Sub-
district 
(appointed) 

4049 6699 7,160 

Village 
 

(elected for 
village, 
appointed for 
urban ward 
*(kelurahan) 

69,050 77,548 
 

83,184 

Total  73,467 84,772 90,893 

Source: BPS, 2015; Nasution, 2016: 4; OECD, 2016: 60; Harmantyo, 2011: 
9-10. Adapted by the author, 2018. 

As we can see in table 13, the number of administrative units 

has proliferated due to the consequences of decentralization. 

Furthermore, with exception of the Jakarta’s municipalities and all 

sub-districts (kecamatan) across Indonesia, all these administration 

heads are directly elected by the people. This, in turn, signifies the 

process of democratization. Subsequently, ithe filling of such 

positions always requires a regular pilkada (local election) and 

even sometimes pilkada serentak (simultaneous local elections) in 

Indonesia today (Tjenreng, 2016; Sarundajang, 2012; Kumolo, 

2017).  
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Therefore, politically the regions and localities have now 

become battlegrounds of power contestations. Again, to sue the 

vernacular labels for all such leaders, politically all these 

ponggawa or kepala (heads) positions have recently become the 

locus of obsession for political actors and figures in Indonesia. It is 

important to note that due to decentralization and an increasing 

population, Indonesia is likely to continue to subdivide its regions in 

the years to come in the absence of enforced moratoria. Until very 

recently, there were about 314 new proposals for the formation of 

new autonomous regions (Kemendagri, 2017). A study reveals that 

it is projected that by 2025 Indonesia will consist of 44 provinces 

and 545 districts and municipalities (Harmantyo, 2011: 10). Thus, as 

the direct impact of the decentralization, new districts, 

municipalities, and other units have been mushrooming in 

Indonesia over the last two decades.  

7.3. Decentralization Revisited 

In broad terms, decentralization is defined as “the transfer of 

authority and responsibility from higher to lower levels of 

government” (Kristiensen and Pratikno, 2006: 519). Smith (1985: 1) 

put a similar definition forward: decentralization is “the delegation 

of power to lower levels in a territorial hierarchy”. Smith (1985) 

emphasises further from the political perspective the extent to 
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which power and authority in local autonomy are equated with 

the so-called “territorial distribution of power”. Similarly, Turner and 

Hulme (1997: 152) emphasizes another dimension of 

decentralization, shifting focus from the distribution of authority to 

the provision of services: “a transfer of authority to perform some 

service to the public from an individual or an agency in central 

government to some other individual or agency, which is closer to 

the public to be served”.  

Broadly, Rondinelli (1983: 188-195) categorises 

decentralization into four main forms: first, deconcentration, i.e. 

“the transfer of administrative authority and responsibility to lower 

units within the central government”; second, delegation, “the 

transfer of decision-making and management authority for 

specifically defined functions of organizations to the outside or 

non-regular bureaucratic structure”; third, devolution, “the transfer 

of power from the central government to units of local government 

that stay outside the formal command of the central 

government”; finally, privatization or deregulation, “the transfer of 

responsibility for public services and utilities from state or parastatal 

organisations to a variety of private, non-profit community and 

non-governmental organisations” (see also Rondinelli et al., 1983; 
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Smith, 1985; Smith, 2008; Turner & Hulme, 1997; Matsui, 2003; White 

& Smoke, 2005; Warman, 2016). 

Regarding the major forms of decentralization mentioned 

above, Dormeier-Freire & Maurer (2002) show that Indonesia’s 

different dimensions of decentralization are specifically interpreted 

in three ways: 1) as the delegation of specific tasks, while the 

center retains its overall responsibility; 2) deconcentration, which 

refers to the relocation of decision-making within a still largely 

centralised state; 3) devolution, which concerns the actual transfer 

of power to lower levels of government. These three forms are the 

cornerstones of Indonesia’s decentralization (see also, Nordholt 

and van Klinken, 2007: 12; Nordholt, 2005: 36). 

In addition, Pierre and Peters (2000: 122-3) have suggested 

that there are several reasons why many countries (mostly in the 

developing world) have implemented decentralization. First, there 

have been fiscal pressures on the state triggered by a combination 

of an emerging public sector and public services, on the one 

hand, and economic structural problems, on the other. Second, 

the central government has tried to support the human resources 

of local government. Third, decentralization has become a 

response to public frustration with public bureaucratic services. 

Fourth, decentralization has been chosen to support the objective 
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of domestic institutional reform by applying similar solutions to 

those of other states within their own jurisdiction. 

Furthermore, Smith (1985: 186-8) classifies the common goals 

of decentralization: 1) to provide a more effective mechanism to 

fulfilling local needs; 2) to eradicate poverty; 3) to improve access 

to administrative bodies; 4) to tackle bureaucratic problems at the 

center through flexibility of decision-making; 5) to support people’s 

participation in development; 6) to enhance national unity; and 7) 

to mobilize support for plans and objectives of development. 

Furthermore, many have argued that decentralization policy 

needs to tackle overloaded responsibilities of the central 

government in many developing countries. For instance, White 

and Smoke (2005: 4) state that there are two factors which have 

become driving forces of decentralization in East Asian nations: 

structure and politics. Structurally, the central government has to 

cope with the growing pressure to provide services for its 

overwhelming and larger population. Therefore, to improve the 

government’s capacity, its structure needs to be delegated 

through decentralization. Politically, the dynamics of political 

development also influences the nature of decentralization 

(Rondinelli, 1983).  
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In another frame, Lele (2012: 223-225) mentions two main 

pillars for decentralization in Indonesia. The first is “functional 

assignment between national, provincial and local government”, 

and the second is “institutional arrangements on local election”. 

Moreover, in recent constitutional developments, that is, after the 

recent amendment of the laws on “Local Government”, namely, 

23/2014 and 9/2015, Indonesia’s central government pushed 

authority down to the lower level, that is, municipality and district, 

levels to minimize conflicts with the provincial level. This pattern of 

allocation was considered essential to reduce the potential for 

regional separatism in the fragile post-authoritarian state 

(Mukrimin, 2012). 

In Indonesia, decentralization (particularly in terms of 

devolution) is claimed to be mainly intended to support the 

development of democracy. Rasyid (2003: 64), for example, 

maintains that the implementation of the policy was intended, 

firstly, to give the provincial and district legislatures (DPRD I and II) 

the powers to initiate and formulate statutes and regulations, to 

approve budgets, and to create new institutions. Secondly, and 

more importantly, by giving more powers to regional units, in fields 

such as mining, forestry, industry, investment, land administration, 

public works, education, culture, public health, transportation, 
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environment, cooperatives and labor affairs, local people would 

have more access to participate in decision-making and service 

delivery. Thus, theoretically speaking: 

Ultimately, regional autonomy is not simply a 

matter of regulating the relationships between 

the various levels of government. It is also about 

regulating the relationship between the state 

and the people. Regional autonomy is 

essentially the responsibility of the local 

population because it is ultimately the people’s 

right to administer their own system of 

government in a manner that will 

accommodate their own laws, ethics, and local 

traditions (Maskun, 1999 quoted in Usman, 2001: 

15-16). 

Most of the debates, issues and challenges in the 

implementation of decentralization identified by the scholars and 

analysts above have also been faced by Indonesia’s government. 

However, in regard to implementation, there has been a missing 

link in terms of the fiscal balance between national and regional 

budgets due to the centralised economic development in this 

country. In fact, several vertically structured departmental 

agencies are still l controlled by Jakarta. Consequently, the top-

down approach for financial and budgetary arrangements 

remains a feature of Indonesian decentralization, particularly in 

service delivery. For example, when I conducted fieldwork, 
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decision-makers in Pasangkayu district were complaining about 

the delays involved in delivering the General Allocation Budget 

(Dana Alokasi Umum – DAU) and Special Allocation Budget (Dana 

Alokasi Khusus - DAK) from the national government due to the 

complexity of budgetary arrangements. The delays subsequently 

affected the whole range of governmental acceleration and 

dynamics at the local level.  Thus, this pattern exemplifies what has 

happened for almost a decade of Indonesia’s decentralization: 

the “central government still controls most of the financial 

resources”, whereas the policy is genuinely aimed to support “the 

expense of direct accountability to the people” (Lele, 2012: 227). 

As similar cases regarding the retention of financial control at the 

center can be seen at district and provincial levels in Indonesia, 

many have seen this constraint as signifying “half-hearted” 

decentralization in its implementation. 

Importantly, the top-down model of the financial and 

budgetary arrangement has ignored the need to deliver front-line 

services for the development of human local resources. As we can 

see in many disadvantaged regions, such as the province of West 

Sulawesi and particularly in new districts, such as Mamasa, Central 

Mamuju and North Mamuju, local governments have called for 

more assertive advocacy and needed assistance to develop their 
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human resources capability. This constraint affects the 

development of basic infrastructures, such as schools in the 

educational sector and facilities in health services. For example, 

many schools in Pasangkayu are not accessible by all local people 

due to their remote locations (see also Hajar, 2015: 225). 

Sometimes there is only one junior high school in a sub-district, or a 

senior high school can only be accessed in a town, such as 

Pasangkayu. Nonetheless, the education sector in Pasangkayu is 

improving, with the exception of top-down funding arrangements. 

To a certain extent, Pasangkayu’s educational condition is even 

better than that of neighboring districts, such as Mamuju Tengah 

of West Sulawesi and Donggala of Sulteng.  

In addition to the issue of continuing financial control from the 

center, there are many instances of the messiness of local 

administration. Such messiness can be seen particularly in 

overlapping jobs of administrative units (dinas) in the new districts, 

such as Population, Transmigration, and the Enterprise bureaus.  For 

example, staff members in the Transmigration Office in 

Pasangkayu of Pasangkayu were not able to show me the exact 

number of former transmigrants in each sub-district (kecamatan) 

because they did not have the data. Thus, the staff members did 

not perceive that there was any particular source of population in 
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the area, and had no way of knowing whether the newcomers 

were former transmigrants or spontaneous migrants. The problem 

was that the former district held the data, and staff in Mamuju had 

not forwarded the administrative matters to the newly established 

district.  

What I mean here is that the vision and mission of 

decentralization and the actual practices that emerge in its 

implementation are sometimes not in line with each other at the 

local level. The main constraints are that local staff members 

lacked  capacity to carry out their governmental duties and the 

database of administration was not transferred from the old to new 

districts, requirements that are pivotal in modern governmental 

administration. This administrative constraint was particularly in 

evidence in the new district Pasangkayu, which had been 

established by frontier settlers or new settlers, i.e. transmigrants. 

Therefore, the Pasangkayu case indicates that the transfer of 

power through decentralization or local autonomy has been 

contributing to the dynamics of transforming a frontier of 

settlement into a frontier of politics where the new settlers 

articulate their roles and  interests (see chapter 8 for further details). 

Similarly, the condition of the health sector in Pasangkayu is 

even worse than the education sector. For instance, there has 
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been a lack of specialists and medical practitioners at the public 

hospital (Rumah Sakit Umum Daerah - RSUD) of Pasangkayu. Many 

sub-districts have no sub-district health center (Pusat kesehatan 

masyarakat - Puskesmas), - if there is one, seemingly the doctors 

were quite difficult to access. Certainly, there must be a bidan (a 

trained midwife for mother and children) in each pustu (pukesmas 

pembantu, i.e. rural health center). However, due to location and 

accessibility, villagers are still heavily reliant on, or prefer to go to 

the RSUD in Pasangkayu or even to Palu in Central Sulawesi. This 

happens partly because of overlapping responsibilities in funding 

the health sector between the central and new autonomous local 

governments. Also, perhaps, innovation has been lacking among 

the leaders at the district level (Widiyahseno, 2015). 

 

Apart from these constraints and challenges, however, many 

are convinced that decentralization also goes hand in hand with 

the process of democratization. Domestically, as Hans Antlöv has 

noted, two driving forces contributed to the re-politicization of 

Indonesian society. Firstly, as one influence in the democratization 

process, freedom of expression and association and the influence 

of civil society movements at the grassroots level have been 

getting stronger. Secondly, the policy of decentralization has 

encouraged citizens to exercise their democratic authority over 
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public discourse by giving local governments and people broader 

democratic powers (Antlöv, 2003: 77). However, despite these 

general trends, decentralization policy not been a uniform process 

in Indonesia’s changing socio-economy and political landscape, 

spawning different degrees of democratization in different regions. 

This is partly because decentralization involves “bargaining and 

coalition building among both state and society actors at the local 

level” (Hidayat, 2005: 71). Therefore, the discourses surrounding 

implementation of Indonesia’s decentralization and the growing 

of local democracy have varied from optimism to pessimism and 

skepticism.  

Those in the optimistic group believe that both 

decentralization and democratization have been part of the 

reformation agendas and good governance (World Bank, 2003; 

Rasyid, 2003; Pratikno, 2005; Rasyid, 2003; Hoffman & Kai Kaiser, 

2002 & 2006; White & Smoke, 2005: 9; Ahmad & Mansoor, 2002; 

Saad, 2001; Smith, 2008: 213-4; Holzhacker et al., 2016: 7-8). They 

are represented by international and national organisations such 

as the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), World 

Bank, Asia Foundation, International Monetary Fund, and the 

Smeru Institute. By allowing the regions (especially the district level) 

to have more authority in running their own governance, it is 
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expected that local people will benefit from local government 

policies. Accordingly, decentralization becomes a key and 

essential step towards promotion of a prosperous and genuine 

local democratization because it opens spaces for local grass-

roots participation through direct local election (pilkada), for 

example.  

However, those in the pessimistic group argue that the policy 

of decentralization has come with the widening and deepening of 

money politics and corruption into the regions. Rivalry and struggle 

to control these decentralized power and resources have 

occurred, leading sometimes to a compromise where local elites 

share a “piece of the pie” together (Sulistiyanto & Erb, 2009: 3-4; 

Antlöv, 2003; ICG, 2003 & 2005; Eindhoven, 2007; Colongon Jr., 

2003; Tyson, 2010; OECD, 2016: 61). Moreover, decentralization is 

also triggering the (re-)emergence of local elites, such as ethnic 

leaders at the local level (Nordholt, 2005: 39; Sidel, 2005; Antlöv, 

2003). As one analyst stated, the side effects of  decentralization 

have triggered polarization in Indonesian regions  because of the 

dynamic of conflicts at the local level (Diprose, 2009: 100). For 

example, the Mandar are not the single dominant (majority) in 

West Sulawesi, as the province is ethnically heterogeneous; for 

example, Mamasa people who are settled in upland West 



	 269	

Sulawesi and are culturally and geographically related to the 

Toraja, assert their identity in contradistinction to the  Mandar in this 

constellation (ICG, 2003 & 2005). Consequently, it is not surprising if 

there is a potential for conflict to occur at the district level. The 

integration of ethnicity into an integral nation-state is critically 

important because Indonesia has had bitter experiences with 

ethnic conflicts in the Reformasi era, such as in Maluku, Central 

Sulawesi, Central Kalimantan and West Kalimantan. 

Finally, many are also skeptical concerning the process of 

decentralization. Those in the skeptical group see that 

decentralization has become a new opportunity and arena for 

local elites to compete against each other to control the local 

government (Bubant, 2004: 24-5; Maurer & Dormeir-Freire, 2002: 

284-5; Morrell, 2010, 2005; Green, 2005; Hadiz, 2003, 2005, 2010: 2-3; 

Aspinall, 2011; Kimura, 2010, 2013; Carnegie, 2008: 525; Pierskalla & 

Sacks, 2017: 225). In fact, we have seen “a strong revival of 

traditional royal families” that resurrected the “feudal style of the 

New Order” through “promoting a return to aristocratic 

bureaucracy” (Vickers, 2005: 221).  As a new province or district is 

frequently established based on ethnicity, local elites use certain 

ethnic groups’ rhetoric to gain power.  
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7.4. The Re-emergence of Local Identities 

The implementation of decentralization has, in many cases, 

been channeled with the rise of ethnic chauvinism over the last 

two decades. West Kalimantan is a notable example in this shifting 

political landscape. In the case of West Kalimantan, Jumadi and 

Yakoop (2013: 22) note:  “Ethnic and religious identity politics 

became the determinant factor for local elites to gain power”; 

consequently, “competitions based on ethnicity and religions in 

local politics in West Kalimantan are no longer latent, but very 

open.” 

Most regions (both provinces and districts) have split along 

lines following mobilization of ethnic and religious sentiments. 

Bubandt (2001: 24-5) has reminded us that “decentralization [is] a 

dynamic phenomenon with complex cultural and a symbolic 

characteristics rather than merely a straightforward political or 

administrative process”. In fact, the rule of ethnic and religious 

sentiment became a fundamental reason to decentralize North 

Maluku. In the case of North Maluku, for example, Bubant (2001: 

24-5) states: 

The political appeals to tradition were generated 

as much by expectations about decentralization 

as by actual political changes due to 
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decentralization. Decentralization is thus not just a 

de facto political phenomenon; it inevitably 

becomes the subject of regional and local 

interpretations as well. 

In Central Sulawesi, the establishment of new districts, such 

as Sigi, Parigi Moutong, Buol, Morowali, Banggai Islands, and Sea 

Banggai, within the province, has been effected mainly through 

mobilization of regional identity related to ethnicity and 

georgraphical position (Alamsyah & Subekti, 2017: 120-1). In 

Central Sulawesi, decentralizers in Poso, Morowali, and Tojo Una-

Una have continued to use their ethnic and religious identity 

politics to attempt to create the so-called “East Sulawesi” province 

(Aragon, 2007). A similar case is the wish to form the new province 

of Luwu Raya (including Tana Toraja within it), from the northern 

region of South Sulawesi, which is, according to an analyst, “not 

exclusively about political and economic power, but is also related 

to processes of ethno-religious identification” (Roth, 2007: 122; see 

also Robinson, 2011).  

The cases above, specifically those that have taken place 

in Sulawesi, evidence how regions (daerah) were and are 

becoming arenas for actors to express their regionalist sentiments 

and identities (kedaerahan) (see also Morrell, 2005 & 2010; Arifin et 

al., 2015: 234-6). This trend has likely taken place due to the fact 
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that both the Old Order and the New Order regimes had 

perceived the Outer Islands (particularly the East Indonesian 

Region) as an area of extraction and for exploitation of its 

resources, while both regimes neglected to develop the human 

resources within the regions (Mukrimin, 2012). For this changing 

landscape, Vedi Hadiz puts it succinctly: 

The rise of provincialism and of local power vis-à-vis 

the center has resulted in situations where the 

policies of the latter are not always followed in the 

way intended at the lower levels of governance 

(Hadiz, 2010: 172-3). 

Finally, Purwo Santoso (2001) has suggested that in order to 

maintain national cohesion, all stakeholders should take the 

following requirements into account. First, administrative 

decentralization should proceed with social autonomy. Without 

social autonomy, decentralization will likely transfer the locus of 

state patronage from the central to regional governments 

(provinces and districts). Second, decentralization must create the 

processes of policy-making to complement territorial 

segmentation. The territorial segmentation must be properly and 

wisely arranged; if it is not, decentralization might lead to new and 

worse local conflicts. Third, decentralization must go hand in hand 

with democratization processes. It is partly because of 
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decentralization and democratization that complexity can also 

potentially trigger a crack in national cohesion (Santoso, 2001: 279-

280). For example, a recent study shows that local cultures and 

identities have remarkably influenced the pilkada in Lampung 

(Kurniawan, 2017: 82-83). Ultimately, Bubant (2004: 25) insists that 

the decentralization must be considered as not only about 

processes of political and governmental administration change, 

but also cultural complexity and local dynamics. Thus, 

decentralization is not a self-contained administrative process; it 

embraces all dimensions of regional and ethnic politics. 

7.5. Ethnicity in Decentralized Sulawesi: West Sulawesi 

West Sulawesi (Sulawesi Barat, Sulbar) is the 33rd of 

Indonesia’s provinces. It officially became a newly established 

province on 5 October 2004, based on the Law 26/2004 on the 

Formation of West Sulawesi. Before being separated from South 

Sulawesi, the region consisted of five districts: Polewali Mandar 

(Polman), Mamasa, Majene, Mamuju, and North Mamuju. The 

Mandar mostly inhabited the coastal areas of this region, 

especially in the first four regencies. Pasangkayu had been mainly 

a transmigration area since the 1980s and therefore was quite 

multicultural. Several ethnic groups around Indonesia were 

represented: the Bugis, Javanese, Balinese, Madurese, and some 
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indigenous ethnic groups. The new province is bordered by Central 

Sulawesi to the north, South Sulawesi to the south and east, and 

the Strait of Makassar to the west (see also Maras, 2009). 

I have argued elsewhere that West Sulawesi also shows that 

ethnic identity has become the prevailing component in the 

formation of the new province (Mukrimin, 2012). The Mandar, the 

dominant ethnic group in the region, were marginalized for a long 

time by their counterparts (particularly the Bugis and the 

Makassarese) in the old province, South Sulawesi. To refresh our 

understanding of the domination of the Bugis and Makassarese 

over the region since the 18th and 19th centuries, a historian 

elucidated the situation in this way: 

Mandar, which is divided between the 

Downriver Mandar states (Pitu Babana Minanga) 

and the Upriver states (Pitu Ulunna Salo). 

Downriver Mandar was historically drawn into 

the vortex of South Sulawesi politics because of 

its strategic location on the northwest coast of 

South Sulawesi. It offered alternative harbors to 

Makassar, the principal port on the west coast of 

South Sulawesi, and became known as a 

transshipment center of trading goods to and 

from the east coast of Kalimantan (Borneo) 

outside the official channels. In earlier centuries, 

therefore, it was often a target of invasion from 

the Bugis and Makassar kingdoms in the South. 
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On these occasions, its sole defense was the 

rugged mountain interior, which served as a 

major deterrent to any invading force, and the 

good faith of the Upriver Mandar states. Because 

of the inaccessibility of Upriver Mandar in the 

mountain regions, it was almost completely 

outside the development occurring in the rest of 

South Sulawesi. Downriver Mandar was its sole 

window to the outside world and its principal 

trading partner. Mutual self-interest fostered a 

bond between these two [confederation] areas 

that survived to this day (Andaya, 1978: 61).  

 

Thus, it is hard to deny that the rise of ethnic and cultural 

identities, along with the opening door of decentralization and 

pemekaran, featured in the establishment of the West Sulawesi 

province. In fact, local analysts contend that the Mandar 

commonly see decentralization as a “political space, which is 

facilitated by the state”, and therefore, it is “a golden opportunity 

that must be taken into account” (Kambo, 2009: 56). Therefore, 

decentralization is regarded by the Mandar (particularly and 

foremostly those settled in Polman and Majene districts) and the 

Mamasa (predominantly settled in upland West Sulawesi) as a gift 

to govern their territory (ICG, 2003 & 2005; Hajar, 2015).  In short, the 

West Sulawesi phenomenon confirms the argument that local 
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sentiments (particularly ethnic and religious identities) remain 

pivotal in contemporary Indonesia’s decentralization. 

When I began this study, I positioned myself in the skeptical 

camp regarding decentralization in the Indonesian context. If 

decentralization is defined primarily in terms of devolution, that is, 

ideally to bring government closer to people, then, it seems that 

decentralization is understood as localizing of government. 

Although public participation is relatively high—for example, 

people’s participation at the regular-direct-and-free election 

through the pilkada or recently the so-called pilkada serentak 

(Tjenreng, 2016; Kumolo, 2017), participation remains superficial, 

i.e. in regard to the procedural-structural mechanism only.       

7.6 Conclusion 

The main argument of this chapter is that over two decades 

of Indonesia’s experience of decentralization, particularly regional 

autonomy (otonomi daerah), apparently has strengthened local 

chauvinism (kedaerahan). The cases highlighted above prove 

that local identities (predominantly ethnic attachment and 

religious affiliation) have become the cornerstone of Indonesia’s 

decentralization. Unfortunately, after around two decades of 

experience on decentralization, such sentiments continue to take 

place in Indonesia’s local elections today.  
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In conceptual terms this decentralization or enactment of local 

autonomy has contributed to the formation and dynamics of a 

frontier of politics. In the next chapter, we will see how the frontier 

of politics is articulated and practiced in the name of 

decentralization.   
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 Chapter 8: The Bugis And Their “Tellu Cappa” In 

Contemporary Indonesia’s Decentralization 
 

8.1. Introduction 

Many commentators saw Indonesia’s version of decentralization 

as very profound because it was enacted largely not at provincial 

level, but went farther into the lower level of state authority, the 

district level (Aspinall & Fealy, 2003; Rasyid, 2005: 16-7; Warman, 

2016; Nasution, 2016; OECD, 2016; Pierskalla & Sacks, 2017; 

Pierskalla, 2016). By decentralizing its governmental system, 

Indonesia shifted the balance of power and the hierarchical 

management between the central, provincial and district  

administrations. Politically, both the governor and the mayor of a 

district and of a  municipality were directly elected by the people. 

Second, as a result of the transfer of power, the branches of many 

ministries are also under the responsibility of local governments 

(Rasyid, 2005; Eckardt, 2008: 5; Carnegie, 2008; Hadiz, 2010), 

although, as noted above, financial control is still largely exercised 

from the center. 

This chapter assesses the significance of ethnic and cultural 

politics in Indonesia’s decentralized regions. In other words, has 

decentralization brought about what its prominent advocates 
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yearned for? How do “decentralizers” (to borrow the term of Crook 

& Manor, 1998: 2) play their roles in reactualizing or reinventing their 

local identities? How has local identity emerged within the state’s 

territory? In answering these questions, firstly, I look at how local 

identities have been reactualized in the name of local autonomy. 

I analyse the role of the Bugis in shaping state formation, by looking 

at Bugis cultural dimensions in attaining authority. Finally, I address 

the shift of Sulawesi’s political landscape in the decentralization 

constellation. In this chapter, I focus on the Bugis in Pasangkayu 

and Central Mamuju of West Sulawesi, as well as comparing the 

transition of power in this region to the analogous shift in Pohuwato 

in Gorontalo. 

Ethnic politics in this study is defined as “the mobilization or 

utilization of ethnic categories based on recognition of difference 

to capture state power, influence policy or structure state 

institutions” (Aspinall, 2011: 291-2). In Indonesia’s decentralization, 

ethnic politics occasionally occurs when “local communities and 

their burgeoning advocacy networks are engaged in a 

collaborative process of constructing local identities and cultures 

in order to increase their political leverage and bolster their 

bargaining position vis-à-vis the state” (Tyson, 2010: 172).  
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8.2. The Concept of the tellu cappa (Three Tips) 

Bugis intellectuals (and sometimes even non-Bugis analysts) 

have conceptualized how the Bugis exercise political (and 

economic) power and authority, mainly through assimilation, 

penetration, and domination, by invoking the idiom (one might 

even label it a venacular ideology) of the tellu cappa (three tips). 

Although in everyday transactions this idiom is seldom invoked by 

most Bugis, including among informants in Baras, this idiom can still 

be analytically used as an ethno-model of how Bugis epitomize 

their achievement of ascendancy in many contexts to which they 

have migrated beyond the South Sulawesi homeland. It is thus 

analytically useful in depicting how the Bugis have proved 

capable of articulating the transformation of a frontier settlement 

into a district, as we will see in a later section of this chapter. This 

chapter explores how this model can illuminate the ways they 

assimilate, penetrate, dominate, and sometimes eventually rule 

the existing communities wherever they settle. First, it is important 

to explicate the elements of the tellu cappa.  

To rule and exercise power and authority, a Bugis will translate 

cultural values into his ability, qualification and achievement as a 

leader. This is particularly the case among men (ponggawa, i.e., 

the Bugis local leaders) either within or outside the homeland. 



	 281	

Those who settle successfully outside their homeland are regarded 

by fellow Bugis as “hav[ing] made major contributions as traders, 

diplomats, political refugees, sojourners, and land settlers because 

of their determination, desire, perseverance, courage and open-

mindedness” (Omar et al., 2012: 926). In this regard, some Bugis, 

particularly those of high rank, may allude to their 

conceptualization of the “three tips”: 

Two of these strategic factors, i.e. marriage and 

military force, can be likened to what the Bugis 

call tellu cappa: the tongue, blade and penis. 

The tongue is first used as a means of persuasion 

in order to achieve or obtain something. If this 

does not work, then the blade (force) is used. 

The third tip, which the Bugis say is the preferred 

method of integration, is marriage (Druce, 2009: 

31).  

 

In fact, the Bugis themselves often express the ability to be 

leader or ruler based on the “sharpness of the three tips” (tellu 

cappa) (Pelras, 2000: 26; Acciaioli, 2000: 216; Brawn, 1993). 

There have been many examples of how Bugis exercised their 

authority in accordance with the tellu cappa. For example, in the 

pre-colonial era, Opu Daéng Rilaga and his predecessors played 

pivotal roles in how the Bugis exercised their authority in Malay 

kingdoms through persuasion, intermarriage, and war, even 
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reaching Cambodia during the seventeenth to eighteenth 

centuries (Andaya, 1995: 125-6). Another example is Arung Palakka 

who famously applied the tellu cappa. Soon after the Bongaya 

Treaty in 13 November 1667 was signed, Arung Palakka was 

labeled “datu tungkenna tana Sulawesi” (“the only one who rules 

Sulawesi”) to address his power over several kingdoms in Sulawesi. 

Even Daéng Tapala (1971: 45-49) narrated that Arung Palakka 

used to receive several envoys from Buton, Siam, Ternate, 

Gorontalo and Manado (see also Andaya, 1981: 107; 

Rismawidiawati, 2015).  

Another famous example is La Madukkelleng, a prominent 

Wajo Bugis leader of the Bugis diaspora in Kalimantan during the 

1740s and 1750s, who triumphantly pronounced his 

accomplishment as “the gentleness of my tongue, the sharpness 

of my weapon’s point, and the curve of my penis” (Lontara 

Sukkuna Wajo, pp. 230-231, quoted in Anderson, 2003: 203-4).  

Therefore, according to the tellu cappa framework, if a Bugis 

comes into a new place, he will attempt to integrate with settlers 

through persuasion. If this direct integration does not work, he will 

move to the next step, that is, to marry a local woman. If these two 

steps have failed, subsequently he will attempt to resort to the final 

way: war, namely the cappa kawali (Moein, 1994: 139). Moreover, 
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in analyzing the contemporary decentralized Indonesian regions, 

the tellu cappa framework can bee seen as still applicable among 

the Bugis. Before going through how the tellu cappa is practiced, 

let me elaborate the concepts one by one. 

The first, cappa lila, refers to the tip of the tongue. Therefore, 

any Bugis who is willing to lead must have a “sharp tongue tip”. The 

sharpness of the tongue is expressed through fluency in 

communicating, expressing his/her will, to govern, to lead, to be 

heard and to be followed. To Bugis, the tongue has moso (i.e. a 

quality of mystical sharpness to allow one to absorb other’s power 

through, for example, specific mantras or utterances). Therefore, 

cappa lila is more than a matter of speech, particularly in the view 

of high nobles in such domains as Luwu.  Errington (1989: 62) states 

that the stronger moso of the cappa lila, the more powerful the 

authority a leader has. Subsequently, the cappa lila is constantly 

and continuously sharpened in order to obtain this authority. How 

to give an order and to be followed by others is a matter of 

leadership among the Bugis. The achievement of speaking 

powerfully means “the ability of the person to impose their will on 

another” (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 77, quoted in Mahmud, 2013: 

59).11 An informant in Bone told me that anyone who wishes to 

	
11	This conceptualization resonates with Leslie Paul Thicle’s (2000: 57) 
definition of “power” as “the capacity to influence people to pursue 
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lead a community must have the so-called paggerra, a local 

knowledge enacted by “snapping” or “champing” with a certain 

mantra. The moso of someone’s speech is constantly improved. 

Thus, the cappa lila is more than a rhetorical attainment, having 

the qualities of mystical force or sharpness.  

The second tip is cappa katawang. The term literally means 

“the tip of genital”. To gain authority, a Bugis (mainly) man might 

apply this tip in a symbolic way by marrying a certain woman. 

Traditionally and contemporarily, such a marriage model is called 

politik ranjang (“bedroom or marriage politics”), that is, marrying a 

particular potential woman in the aim to pursue political power 

(see also Pelras, 2000: 26; Caldwell, 1995: 408). The case of We’ 

Aras, treated later in this chapter, could be seen as an instance of 

using the is cappa katawang , as he married a local entrepreneur 

and thus gained the “local person” status that facilitated his 

winning a subsequent election to become the district head 

(bupati) in Central Mamju. 

Such “marital politics” may be associated with a slightly 

different strategy, mabbaine pattujung, among the Bugis. 

Mabbaine pattujung occurs when a man who comes from a 

	
particular objectives or adopt particular norms”. As Thicle (2000: 58) 
maintains, “politics is about power, and power is about influence.” 
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commoner family marries a rich woman. Thus, mabbaine pattujung 

is exercised for the goal of multiplying resources to improve one’s 

economic welfare. An informant in the Baras field site mentioned 

that his neighbor practiced this strategy of mabbaine pattujung 

marriage. Namely, a (spontaneous) young migrant man married a 

former transmigrant’s daughter of a quite rich family. Once he was 

married, the man became rich too. This might happen, even if 

both bride and bridegroom did not love and know each other 

before. 

Nowadays, many Bugis local leaders still apply the cappa 

katawang through marital politics. It is particularly among the elites 

and nobles, the ponggawa. For example, in earlier eras, nobles 

married at least one wife of the same social stratum, wealthy with 

wealthy. Now the pattern has changed remarkably. Wealthier 

commoners may marry with noble partners and vice versa if such 

politik ranjang is aimed to augment authority. Unlike their 

predecessors, who mostly practised polygamy, Bugis leaders 

nowadays mostly get married only once. This pattern is a 

remarkable change among the Bugis leaders in contemporary 

Indonesia. If polygamy is practiced by a leader (say, a village 

head), he will be negatively acknowledged before the public. In 



	 286	

fact, to my best knowledge in the field site, I never met with a 

ponggawa who had married polygamously. 

Finally, the third is cappa kawali. It is the tip of the Bugis 

dagger (keris, badik). Druce (2009) mentions that this means to 

urge a war if negotiations over authority are stuck. An 

ethnographer explains the kawali as: 

[…] the weapon of choice for most men (women 

being far less likely to carry weapons) in South 

Sulawesi, being a narrow, triangular-bladed 

dagger with a pistol grip. The lengths range from 

an extremely short three inches to almost two 

feet. Badik representing these extremes have 

almost no practical use as weapons or tools, 

however, since the shape of the grip 

necessitates a very short tang, rendering the 

knife useless for any sort of chopping or carving. 

The typical badik is between eight to twelve 

inches long, easily hidden by being tucked into 

the waistband of one's pants, and is useful 

primarily for stabbing people (Brawn, 1993: 82). 

 

It is safe to say even in this contemporary era, whether 

exposed or not, the Bugis, particularly leaders and headmen, still 

possess and carry a kawali of some sort. Nevertheless, due to the 

social change within the Bugis society, for example, it is against the 

common law to kill anybody by using a dagger. Thus, Bugis now 
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articulate the point of the dagger into the point of “pen” or 

“stamp” or “seal” of authority (see for example Gallop 2015, on the 

seal among the Bugis). The point of a leader’s pen or stamp, the 

more powerful the authority he or she possessed. In fact, possession 

of the kawali and stamp to highlight a strong leadership is still 

common in modern days.  

The tellu cappa tframework can be used to analyze how 

Bugis leaders have gained power n both earlier and contemporary 

times. In the next sections, I will show how these tellu cappa can 

be used to interpret local politics in the localities of the field 

context. Before going further, let me elaborate a broad picture of 

Bugis politics in Indonesia. 

8.3. Ethnic Politics and Bugis Political Identity  

The Bugis are not a nationally dominant majority ethnic group. 

A recent study shows that the Bugis are in the top five of population 

size of Indonesia’s ethnic groups (Arifin et al., 2015: 244-6) and are 

thus a significant minority (BPS, 2010 & 2015),. However, they have 

played a major role in Indonesia’s contemporary politics, even 

attaining authority at the national level. For example, it is not 

uncommon to meet a Bugis bureaucrat or high-ranking officer 

occupying a ministerial or departmental position in Jakarta. Many 

proudly claim that the Bugis are politically the only ones who can 



	 288	

compete with the much more populous Javanese and Sundanese 

in contemporary Indonesia’s political constellation. In other words, 

the Bugis have been contributing to the shape of the political 

landscape in Indonesia in many ways and at many levels. 

The profile of ethnic group dominance has shaped provincial 

constellations of power within decentralized Indonesia. A recent 

survey reveals the largest ethnic group in each province (table 14). 

Table 14: The percentage of the provincial population comprised by the 
largest ethnic group in each province in Indonesia. 

Province or 

Special Region 

Largest 

Percentage 

Ethnic Group 

Central Java 97.7 Javanese 

Yogyakarta 96.5 Javanese 

Gorontalo 89.1 Gorontalo 

West Sumatra 87.3 Minangkabau 

Bali 85.5 Balinese 

East Java 79.7 Javanese 

South Kalimantan 74.3 Banjarese 

West Java 71.9 Sundanese 

Aceh 70.7 Acehnese 

West Nusa Tenggara 67.6 Sasak 

Lampung 64.1 Javanese 

Bangka Belitung 52.7 Bangka 

Central Kalimantan 46.6 Dayak 

West Sulawesi 45.4 Mandar 

North Sulawesi 45.2 Minahasa 

South Sulawesi 45.1 Bugis 

North Sumatra 44.8 Batak 

Banten 40.7 Bantenese 

Jambi 40.4 Malay 
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Jakarta 36.2 Javanese 

West Kalimantan 34.9 Dayak 

Riau 33.3 Malay 

Bengkulu 32.1 Malay 

Riau Archipelago 30.2 Malay 

East Kalimantan 30.2 Javanese 

South Sumatra 27.4 Javanese 

Papua 23.3 Dani 

Southeast Sulawesi 22.8 Butonese 

Central Sulawesi 21.5 Kaili 

East Nusa Tenggara 19.9 Atoni 

West Papua 14.8 Javanese 

Maluku 12.7 Butonese 

North Maluku 10.8 Tobelo 

Indonesia as a whole 40.2 Javanese 

Source: Adapted from Arifin et al., 2015: 241 in Ananta et al., 2015; BPS, 

2010 & 2015.  

It can be seen in table 14 that the ethnic Gorontalo (or 

Gorontaloese) are a strong majority as an ethnic group 

constituting 89.1% of the population in the province of Gorontalo. 

Meanwhile, the Mandar constitute less than 50 percent of the 

population of West Sulawesi. However, this ethnic composition has 

shaped the two provinces. Furthermore, with regard to provincial 

formation, the assertion of ethnic identity in both provinces 

features different patterns. In Gorontalo, as it is predominantly 

ethnically homogenous, this province faced less potential 

internally horizontal conflict after the split from North Sulawesi, 

which is dominated by the Minahasans.  
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Broadly, the Bugis, across Indonesia, constitute the main 

component of the KKSS (Kerukunan Keluarga Sulawesi Selatan), an 

ethnic mutual assistance organisation consisting of South 

Sulawesi’s main ethnic groups such as the Bugis, Makassarese, 

Toraja, Luwu and Enrekang. The KKSS exemplifies what an analyst 

labeled “diasporic clientelist networks” (van Klinken, 2008: 40). 

Thus, in the case of the KKSS and particularly the Bugis’ networks, 

van Klinken explains: 

It does this by, first, abstracting certain interests 

of typical South Sulawesi emigrant[s], such as the 

need for personal support in an alien 

environment, protection from ethnic rivals, 

contact with home, even marriage partners. 

Secondly, it scales these interests up into 

programs applied throughout the country, 

including political programs (van Klinken, 2008: 

40). 

 

Locally in West Sulawesi, the Bugis play an even more 

significant role, compared with other Indonesian provinces where 

the Bugis have predominantly settled (see chapters 2, 3 and 4). This 

context is unique because, first, the idea of decentralization, 

echoed and supported by primarily the Mandar (the ethnic 

plurality in Sulbar, see table 14), arose mainly because the Mandar 

were marginalised economically, politically, and socio-culturally 
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by the Bugis and Makassar in the former encompassing province, 

South Sulawesi, during the Old and the New Order. The Bugis who 

had settled in the region that was to become West Sulawesi at the 

same time, were initially not against, and indeed even supported, 

the administrative splitting from South Sulawesi. For the Bugis, 

decentralization was and is seen as a good opportunity to exercise 

their authority (particularly in the economy and in politics) (Tol et 

al., 2000; Mukrimin, 2012). 

During the first five years of the governmental and territorial 

split, the Bugis let the Mandar decentralizers gain what they had 

cried out and called for so long: being “free” from South Sulawesi. 

During this first five years of the newborn province, the Bugis waited 

and observed what was going on in local politics. In the meantime, 

they prepared their political strengths (Mukrimin, 2012: 63-8). In 

addition, they called on their Bugis fellows and families who were 

settling somewhere else (particularly but not always from the South 

Sulawesi homeland) to come to fill suitable governmental positions 

in any departmental sectors, such as to be government 

bureaucrats12, teachers, and others. This pattern was sustained by 

	
12	This category includes not only fully certified civil servants (pegawai 
negeris sipil or PNS), but also includes, more widely, members of the civil 
bureaucratic apparatus (Aparatur Sipil Negara or ASN). The ASN 
includes not only those who have achieved full PNS status, but also 
those those who work only on contract in the bureaucracy, having not 
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chain migration among the Bugis in Pasangkayu of Sulbar (see 

chapter 1 and 2, see also figure 8-1). As a result, decentralization 

or local autonomy has contributed to the formation and 

transformation of the frontier of settlement into a frontier of politics. 

Figure 8-1: An official ceremony in Pasangkayu of 
Pasangkayu. Pasangkayu head of district, governor 
of Sulbar and others “borrow” Bugis traditional attire. 

Source: Author, 2017. 

The frontier of politics has taken place in Pasangkayu. 

According to my ethnographic data, the Bugis in Pasangkayu 

have been the prominent decentralizers since the early days of 

pemekaran. A village head in Baras said: 

If it were not for the establishment of 

Pasangkayu, the province of Sulbar would have 

had difficulty to split from Sulsel. It is because to 

establish a new province, you will need at least 

5 districts. Moreover, importantly, you will have to 

	
achieved PNS status (Pegawai Pemerintah dengan Perjanjian Kerja or 
PPPK)) 
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propose to Jakarta with a condition that to split 

from the prior province, there must be natural 

resources to explore to be self-reliant as a new 

province. Frankly speaking, the natural resources 

in Sulbar are concentrated in this northern 

region, such as Pasangkayu and the youngest 

district, Mateng. Therefore, the bargaining 

position of these two districts for Sulbar is so 

powerful. And we the Bugis are now 

mushrooming in these districts (Haji Ponggawa, 

pers. comm., 2014). 

 

The next section will highlight how ethnic identity re-emerged 

during decentralization and local leaders enthusiastically 

established the new province and districts. 

8.4. Decentralizing Sulawesi: The Rise of Two Provinces 

I argued elsewhere that “the notion of ethnic identity plays 

an important role in shaping the political constellation in South 

Sulawesi, and consequently, the landscape of regionalism 

(kedaerahan) features [as a] remarkable phenomenon of ethnic 

competition during the Reformasi era” (Mukrimin, 2012: 45-6). As a 

consequence of decentralization during this era, the 

governmental landscape of Sulawesi has shifted. Just prior to the 

Reformasi era, the island was comprised of four provinces: North 

Sulawesi, South Sulawesi, Southeast Sulawesi, and Central Sulawesi. 
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It now has six different provinces: Gorontalo and West Sulawesi are 

the newly established provinces (see figure 8-2). The territorial 

borders of provinces and districts have also changed subsequently 

(Morrell, 2005; Mukrimin, 2012). 
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Figure 8-2: Map of Gorontalo and West Sulawesi provinces. 

 

Source: Author, adapted from Google Maps, 2017. 
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8.4.1 Gorontalo 

Gorontalo became a new province on 16 January 2001, as 

the result of the split from North Sulawesi. Initially, when still part of 

North Sulawesi, this region consisted of only two districts and one 

municipality, i.e. Gorontalo District, Boalemo District and Gorontalo 

Municipality. In less than three years, this region underwent 

remarkable “blossoming” (pemekaran) into five districts and one 

municipality.  The new districts are North Gorontalo, Pohuwato, 

and Bone Bolango (Muhammad, 2007: 65-70; Mukrimin, 2012; see 

also chapter 7). The split into these five districts fulfilled one of the 

main requirements to establish a new province. 

Undeniably, underlying reason for splitting from its “mother” 

province (North Sulawesi, Sulut) was religious and cultural identity. 

In fact, the vast majority of the North Sulawesi population, 

dominated by the Minahasans, who sometimes call themselves 

Manadonese when resident in the city of Manado, is 

predominantly Christian. The minority of Muslims who inhabited the 

western parts of the region had formerly been under the jurisdiction 

of the Holondalo kingdom and its petty states (along the Tomini 

Gulf). Prior to decentralization, access to power and economic 

resources in the old province was mainly dominated by the 

Minahasans (Kimura, 2013, 2006, 2010: 427; Morrell, 2010: 53; Hill, 
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2007: 8). Therefore, once the desire and opportunity for 

administrative subdivision emerged, the Gorontalo (predominantly 

Muslims) were among the first to enthusiastically embrace it. At this 

stage, re-actualization of Gorontalo socio-cultural and religious 

identity, which was thought to have been lost since Indonesia 

came to be (Mukrimin, 2012), emerged and needed to be 

accommodated within the nation-state. 

During the first period of the split (2001-2005), Gorontalo was 

claimed by many as one of the success stories of decentralization 

in Indonesia. Led by Governor Fadel Muhammad, the new 

province claimed to be implementing the real form of Indonesia’s 

decentralization because the paradigm of local government had 

been implemented in very practical terms from rural areas to 

provincial level (Sabar, 2006: xii). Supporting decentralization, the 

Gorontalo  campaigned with the slogan “Dulo ito momungu lipu” 

[“Let’s develop our region”]. Decentralizers in Gorontalo 

continued to declare that the people are not the object, but the 

subject of the split. Most Sulawesians call the new region “the 

maize province” because of the massive maize production. 

It is worth noting that Gorontalo is the only province in 

Sulawesi that does not have “Sulawesi” in its name. It is just 

“Gorontalo”, not “Sulawesi Gorontalo”. This is socio-culturally 
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understandable mainly because, first, Gorontalo is one of the few 

provinces (only Aceh exceeds it in percentage of adherents of 

Islam) in Sulawesi to claim a single religious identity: over 98 percent 

of the population is Muslim. In fact, the Gorontalohave labeled 

their region “the veranda of Medina” to symbolize their religious 

identity. Second, Gorontalo is culturally and linguistically distinctive 

among the rest of Sulawesi’s provinces, with 89 percent of the 

population comprised of ethnic Gorontalo. It is a largely but not 

exclusively homogeneous society.  

8.4.2 West Sulawesi 

West Sulawesi is the 33rd of Indonesia’s provinces. It officially 

became an autonomous province on 5 October 2004, based on 

the Act XXVI/2004 on “Pembentukan Sulawesi Barat” (“The 

Establishment of West Sulawesi”). Prior to the establishment of the 

province, elites (both local and national, mostly from Polman, 

Majene and Jakarta) formed the so-called “Action Committee for 

the Formation of the Province of Sulbar” (Komite Aksi 

Pembentukan Provinsi Sulawesi Barat, KAPP-Sulbar) on 10 

November 1999 in Galung Lombok of Polman district. The 

movement to form a new province was consolidated in mass 

meetings (rapat akbar) of Sulbar’s decentralisers first in 

Wonomulyo of Polman on 12 January 2000 and then on 9 April 2000 
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in Assamalewuang of Majene district. The local aspirants 

subsequently proclaimed the establishment of the new province in 

the DPRD II Mamuju with the Decree No. 42/I/SK/DPRD/2000, on 6 

October 2000. In addition, with the decree, it was stated that 

Mamuju was to be the capital city of Sulbar (Kusuma and 

Kunandar, 2006: 67-9). 

 Before separating from South Sulawesi, the region consisted 

of five districts: Polewali-Mandar (Polman), Mamasa, Majene, 

Mamuju and North Mamuju. The Mandar mostly inhabited the first 

four regencies. Pasangkayu had mainly been a transmigration 

area since the 1980s and therefore was quite multi-cultural.  

In the early days of decentralization, local Mandar figures, 

such as Anwar Shaleh and Salim Mengga, claimed to represent 

the cultural heritage of the Mandar because they are putra 

daerah (literally “sons of the region” i.e., local people). Anwar 

Shaleh is from Mamuju and Salim Mengga’s base is Polewali-

Mandar, a district that zealously initiated the establishment of 

Sulbar. This pattern is similar to other of Indonesia’s regions where 

putra daerah demanded to have privileged rights to the resources 

and power in the local arena (see for examples, Aspinall & Fealy, 

2003; Erb et al., 2005; Nordholt & van Klinken, 2007). Thus, the Sulbar 

case exemplifies the argument that:  
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Local elites are essential contributors to the 

process of the jurisdictional boundary 

change. Above and beyond a local 

demand for boundary changes, local elites’ 

capacity to facilitate institutional change at 

the national level is a crucial component of 

understanding the process of administrative 

proliferation (Pierskalla, 2016: 265). 

  

Sulbar, however, seems to be lacking capabilities 

(particularly human resources) to manage the governance of the 

new province. Thus, when Sulbar became a new province, in order 

to run the administration, local decentralizers immediately called 

for people from outside the province, particularly from Sulsel, 

which, arguably, had better human resources. An informant from 

Mamuju told me that recently almost 60 percent of lucrative 

positions at the provincial level are in the hands of Bugis and 

Makassarese (A. Ibrahim, pers. comm., 2017). 

Returning to the Bugis’ concept of the tellu cappa, in the 

following section, I elaborate the significance of how Bugis 

achieved positions of leadership by strategies analyzable as 

exemplifying the tellu cappa idiom in Indonesia’s context of 

decentralization. 
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8.5 The Bugis Decentralizers in Three Districts 

Bubant (2004) and Pierskalla (2016) suggest that tradition, 

culture, and local elites are playing pivotal roles within the 

decentralized Indonesian regions. Bugis strategies for achieving 

dominance constitute “an evolving response by its members in 

attempts to exploit state projects that encouraged assimilation as 

a means of social control”, where they subsequently can 

“maintain political and moral authority, not only [over] other Bugis 

migrants, but also over the peoples among whom they settled” 

(Ammarell, 2002: 54). The stories of Bugis local leaders in the 

following districts (see figure 8-5) highlight such a pattern. 

Figure 8-3: Location of Pohuwato of Gorontalo, Pasangkayu 
and Central Mamuju of West Sulawesi. 

 

Source: Author, adapted from Google Maps, 2017. 
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8.5.1 The Bugis in Pohuwato District in Gorontalo 

Ethnically, the Bugis settlers in Gorontalo are not dominant. 

However, there are few decentralizers who have played a more 

important political and economic roles in this province. For 

example, a prominent Bugis figure is Zainuddin Hasan of Pohuwato 

District (Suryani, 2015: 95; harco.co.id, 2016). Having been a former 

fully accredited civil servant (PNS) and had a “second job” as an 

entrepreneur in Gorontalo municipality and Pohuwato, he 

engaged in local politics in the 2000s. Zainuddin Hasan married 

with a rich Gorontalonese woman who ran businesses, such as 

hotels, kiosks, etc., in Gorontalo municipality. Thus, his conduct 

accorded with the idea of the “tip of the genitals” (cappa 

katawang) of the tellu cappa, i.e. marriage for political and 

economical interest. Once administrative subdivision was possible 

in the region, he immediately supported the idea and became a 

prominent decentralizer from Pohuwato. He was eventually 

elected as the bupati (district head) of Pohuwato from 2005 to 

2010. His constituents considered him a good leader because he 

always used persuasive ways in any of his policies, once again 

conduct that could be considered a realization of the “tip of the 

tongue”,  (cappa lila). Further, being famously successful as 
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Pohuwato’s bupati, Zainuddin Hasan (Pak Haji Jai, as he was 

locally called) was called upon to return to his original home 

region, Bulukumba of South Sulawesi, to lead the district. Indeed, 

he eventually became the bupati of Bulukumba for one period of 

government. After finishing his job as district head in his home 

region, Pak Zainuddin returned to Gorontalo to run for the higher 

political position, governor of Gorontalo. However, in the recent 

local election (pilkada), he did not win the gubernatarial election 

(KPU, 2017).  

8.5.2 Central Mamuju (Mamuju Tengah, Mateng) 

Similar to the case of Pohuwato of Gorontalo, Mamuju 

Tengah (Mateng) of Sulbar was split from Mamuju (the district 

containing Sulbar’s capital) supported by local decentralisers in 

2013. Local elites invested their interests in this project before the 

new district was officially established. In Mateng, the role of Aras 

Tammauni (We’ Aras, as he is locally called)  is remarkable 

(TribunNews, 2015). Born of Bugis blood, he engaged in “moving 

out the kitchen” (mallékke dapureng) (see chapter 2) to Topoyo 

“to search for good fortune”, to borrow the term suggested by 

Acciaioli (1989; 2000). We’ Aras married with a local female 

entrepreneur, so he came to consider himself as a “local person” 

(orang lokal) or “regional son” (putra daerah) too. He was 
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engaged in trading of clove, cacao, and other sorts of profitable 

trade in Topoyo and Tarailu, and as a consequence of controlling 

the supply chain in such goods, he became an influential 

landholder (tuan tanah) in the area. In the early 2000s, he 

continued to expand his business as a “big” middleman, 

merchant, and entrepreneur of of goods from and to Makassar 

and Palu. Eventually, he engaged in business in the emerging 

market, the oil palm sector. Having succeeded in his economic 

endeavors and having many followers, he joined a political party 

and became a pivotal decentralizer in the newest Sulbar district, 

Mamuju Tengah (Mateng). We’ Aras’ remarkable achievement, 

for example, is that he obtained an overwhelming proportion of 

the votes in Mateng’s recent pilkada. Gaining almost 98% of the 

votes in the first district head election of Mateng is a record for 

Indonesia’s pilkada, since the direct election of district heads was 

implemented in Indonesia (TribunNews.com, 2015), adding to his 

fame throughout the province of Sulbar. 

8.5.3 Pasangkayu (Mamuju Utara, Matra) 

I have argued in chapters three and four that Pasangkayu 

has become the most heterogeneous district in West Sulawesi. 

Ethnically, together with locals (Mandar, Baras, Kaili, and others) 

and other incoming settlers (mainly Balinese and Javanese), the 
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Bugis in Pasangkayu continue to dominate the district (BPS 

Pasangkayu 2018; BPS Pasangkayu, 2017; 2016, 2015, 2014)13. 

Without ignoring the role of other decentralizers, the 

prominent figure who should be mentioned in the formation of this 

district is Agus Ambo Djiwa (Djiwa, 2016; Maras, 2009). Pak Agus 

claimed that his origin was as a Bugis from Bone; yet, he was born 

in Pasangkayu. On one occasion, Pak Agus told me: 

I started my career from zero here in 

Pasangkayu. Before the 2000s, Pasangkayu was 

still a kecamatan, and it is literally isolated from 

Ujung Pandang. If you look at the map of 

Sulawesi in the 1970s to 1980s, you are not able 

to see Pasangkayu there. Really, ground-

breaking of this district has been from zero, from 

the bottom. With other founders of this district, 

we tried to convince folks that if we want to have 

a better and brighter future, we must be 

autonomous from Mamuju [the “mother district” 

or induk]. We must be autonomous in all 

governmental matters that will lead us to be self-

reliant. Now, you see that decentralization really 

makes a significant difference (Agus A. Djiwa, 

pers. comm., 2014). 

 

	
13 See Bappeda Pasangkayu (2015) for a visual introduction to the 
recent development of Mamuju Utara District, which was renamed as 
Pasangkayu District in 2018. 
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During stays in the field site for about nine months in 2014 and 

intermittent visits until 2017, my impression of Pak Agus’ leadership 

is that his conduct has been in accord with all the elements of the 

tellu cappa. For example, he married a Pasangkayu noble female, 

from a respected family in the region. Pak Agus’ wife was a 

bureaucrat who has shown leadership capabilities. Many settlers in 

Pasangkayu told me that this couple has been the “driving motor” 

(motor penggerak) of decentralization in both Pasangkayu and 

Sulbar since the early days of the administrative subdivisions.   

According to one informant, almost 70 percent of village 

heads in the three newest kecamatan at Pasangkayu are Bugis. A 

similar situation is also taking place in the district capital 

Pasangkayu where about 70 per cent of the higher administrative 

positions are filled by non-local people (mainly new settlers from 

Sulsel) (Pak Irfan, 2020; A. Irwan, 2019; A. Ibrahim, pers. comm., 

2017; see also chapter 7).  

8.6 Bugis Decentralizers In Contemporary Indonesia 

 Overall, the roles of Bugis in these three new districts highlight 

two trends in Indonesia’s contemporary decentralization. First, the 

Bugis involvement in commercial marketing has been a pathway 

to be a bupati (district head), as in the case of Pohuwato and 
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Mateng, while the case of Pasangkayu shows that a local leader 

could also emerge from the ranks of activists and bureaucrats.  

However, achievement in both politics and economics is always 

interconnected in the local landscape. It is partly because 

campaigns for local direct elections are costly. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that money politics remain a critical problem in 

Indonesian regions. Hence, the phenomena of the so-called KKN 

(korupsi, kolusi, nepotisme - the term stands for: corruption, 

collusion, and nepotism) remain critical and tend to be more 

localized now with decentralization (Mukrimin, 2018). Importantly, 

the question of who gets what in decentralised Indonesia’s regions 

highlights that the country’s experience with decentralization has 

been messy and some would say even shambolic, at least with 

regard to the electoral process at the local level. Yet, this is not to 

say that decentralization or regionalism has led to a failed state; 

on the contrary, there is still a zephyr of democratization wafting 

through the country from Indonesia’s local autonomy initiative. 

Second, the cases of Pohuwato, Mateng and Pasangkayu 

above exemplify that local leaders might be born from the 

intermediate or even lower layers of the community. This 

phenomenon is a relatively new trend in many regions in 

Indonesia’s decentralization. In fact, members of the gentry or 
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sometimes even commoners can be leaders (be it a district head, 

major, or governor), occupying positions that used to be 

monopolized by aristocrats and nobles in many regions before the 

1999s. Again, over the last two decades of Indonesia’s 

decentralization, the Bugis “continue to pursue their interests and 

assert their claims throughout the Indonesian archipelago (and 

beyond!) with their own exemplary synthesis of authority and 

enterprise” (Tol et al., 2000: 12). Ultimately, decentralization brings 

direct impacts to political change in the region. 

8.7 Conclusion 

Local people play their roles in governance in Indonesia’s 

decentralization today. However, in some cases, local elites hijack  

political opportunities in the process, as for local elites, 

decentralization can become a highway to regain and to 

maintain their power. An analyst has warned that with 

“democratization and decentralization, such local power brokers 

were given unprecedented opportunities to capture state offices 

and agencies” (Sidel, 2005: 67). 

The Bugis have played their own roles. Unlike other Indonesian 

outsider residents, as we could see in many regions of Indonesia’s 

decentralization, the Bugis settlers were not against 

decentralization. To some extent, they supported and helped the 
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local people, such as the Mandar in the Sulbar region, with 

establishing a new province and district, then they waited and 

observed the trajectory of decentralization. Eventually, they came 

up with an understanding that decentralization would be a good 

opportunity for them as well. Crucially, this opportunity has played 

out through re-contextualizing and re-actualizing their traditional 

belief that the Bugis are supposed to lead others. In this sense, the 

Bugis have reclaimed and reinterpreted the exemplary authority 

of their predecessors “during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries” who “were able to create a successful diaspora 

government based on an effective assimilation of Bugis political 

institutions and cultural values within a local framework” (Andaya, 

1995: 136), acting in accord with and sometimes even explicitly 

rationalizing (e.g. La Maddukelleng) their participation through the 

tellu cappa framework. In this political change, the Bugis in 

Pasangkayu (and to certain extent in Mateng and Pohuwato) 

have come to consider themselves as “insider” inhabitants 

(penduduk asli or putera daerah) who have the same rights as 

indigenous local peoples to run the district and provincial 

governments. 

Thus, contemporary patterns of Bugis leadership or rulership 

have changed from the pre-Islamic era, in which “the right to rule 
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was a prerogative of status, not of achievement or place” 

(Caldwell, 1995: 408; see also Abbas, 2013 on leadership 

according to the lontara). It means that “the importance of 

ascriptive status as prerequisite for political office” (Caldwell, 1995: 

407) has shifted to the possibility of achieved status as a 

prerequisite.  The evidence from Sulbar and Gorontalo show that 

a leader can be born from the intermediate or even lower layers 

of society. These leaders, in fact, have reworked Bugis traditional 

principles in a modern state. 

Importantly, unlike the previous regimes (both the Old and the 

New Order) during which the districts heads in the Bugis homeland, 

Sulsel, and elsewhere in Indonesia were appointed by the central 

government, now the situation with direct elections has changed 

remarkably. It has changed in the sense that the Bugis have “not 

allowed” outsiders (particularly non-Bugis) to be a bupati in their 

homeland districts in Sulsel. Even during the authoritarian New 

Order era, there was a former military-appointed bupati of Bone 

assassinated by his gardener because the people of Bone were 

unwillingly to be led by an outsider (Brawn, 1993: 133-147). In fact, 

to the best of my knowledge, there have been no non-Bugis bupati 

or walikota in heartland Bugis areas, such as Bone, Wajo, Soppeng, 

Sidrap, Sinjai, Barru, Pare-pare, and Pinrang since the position has 
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become directly elected. Ambiguously, however, the Bugis who 

settle outside South Sulawesi are often encouraged, supported, 

and even applauded to lead and assume government leadership 

positions where they are residing.14  

I have shown that supporters and prominent advocates of 

local autonomy, decentralizers, are those who were and are, de 

facto, becoming the governors, mayors, district heads, and/or at 

least those who have the direct access to political resources. The 

cases of Pasangkayu, Mateng, and Pohuwato in Sulawesi 

generally, point out that struggle for new administrative position 

remains the ambition of local elites. Local people have fostered 

pemekaran, (as in the case of Sulbar from Sulsel and Gorontalo 

from Sulut), mainly due to their disappointment and 

marginalization from the political, cultural and economical 

domination of provincial majority populations, such as the Bugis 

and Makassarese in Sulsel and Minahasans in Sulut. Importantly, 

the cases of Pasangkayu, Mateng and Pohuwato prove that within 

decentralised Indonesia’s regions, local leaders are emerging from 

the lower (i.e. non-noble) layers of their communities. Among Bugis 

	

14	Equally important is that now a woman can be a district head, a major 
or a governor,  a significant change in Indonesia’s decentralization 
today. 
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themselves, local elites are not always recruited from aristocratic 

stratum (or mostly not of military background); instead, they might 

be from among the gentry or even the commoners who consider 

themselves as having the rights to run the state if they have 

acquired wealth. Thus, to such local actors, decentralization has 

presented an opportunity to attain and exercise their authority. 
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 Chapter 9 Conclusion 

9.1 Recapitulation 

For centuries, Bugis have occupied the lowland of South Sulawesi 

in Indonesia. Although, people from outside South Sulawesi have 

often failed to distinguish the Bugis from their neighboring ethnic 

groups, such as the Makassarese, Mandar, Luwu, Pattinjo, and Duri, 

the Bugis identify themselves as distinct from those ethnic groups, 

although acknowledging they share cultural and religious 

similarities.  

Although the vast majority of the Bugis are Muslim, their 

religious attitude, pockets of modernist Islam and Islamism aside, 

often accommodates local beliefs and norms within their Islamic 

adherence. Now the ways that marriage arrangements and rituals, 

such as naik haji (pilgrimage), maulid (celebrating the Prophet's 

birthday), and funerals are performed in many regions of the 

homeland and the diaspora, are examples of this integration.  

The flexible Bugis kinship system is arranged through both 

bilateral and cognatic relations, as maternal and paternal 

relationships are both recognized. Furthermore, the Bugis still 

preserve their traditional Weltanschauung, centered around the 

values siri’ and pessé. These concepts of dignity and sociality have 

been a fundamental element of how Bugis deal with others, and 
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how they cope with their environment. This environment could be 

inside or outside their homeland. This study has focused mainly on 

those Bugis who are settling outside their homeland. 

The Bugis have been and continue to be a sending society 

similar to the Minangkabau of Sumatra, and perhaps to a greater 

degree than their neighbors, such as the Makassarese and 

Mandar. The Bugis and Minangkabau are well known Indonesian 

ethnic groups, who from generation to generation, continue to 

migrate in “search of good fortune” (Acciaioli, 1989). Therefore, it 

is not surprising that the Bugis continue to spread widely across 

Indonesia.  

We have seen the Bugis in Baras have engaged in “moving 

their kitchen away” (mallékke dapureng), that is, followed a 

pattern of permanent migration. This has been a starting point of 

interaction with a broader society, which has often followed a 

process of integration, penetration, domination and the exercise 

of authority in the local context. I have argued that Bugis are 

capable of initiating, shaping, and transforming a frontier area, 

with their settlement in Baras as a prominent example of such a 

trajectory. 

The empirical findings in this study also provide a new 

understanding of Bugis migration, as I expatiated on their model of 
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migration to Baras as comprised predominantly of permanent 

settlers. Unlike their fellow migrants in other places, the Bugis in 

Baras have been committed to mallékke dapureng, a term that 

has not been sufficiently analyzed in the accounts of Bugis 

migration. The Bugis model of migration to Baras has been 

catalyzed by governmental political policy and their reaction to 

their local government, environmental challenges, agricultural 

opportunities, and economic endeavors. These contributing 

factors to this permanent migration characterize the phenomenon 

of mallékke dapureng among the Bugis in Baras, which is closely 

connected to Indonesia’s program of transmigration. 

The first Bugis settlers in Baras were transmigration 

participants (transmigrants), who through the KTM model aimed to 

pursue and engineer “an imagined community”, through the 

promotion of a “nationalist vision and narrative of territory and 

culture, utilizing deliberative community building in the name of 

development and progress” (Hoey, 2003: 109-110). The most 

significant finding to emerge from this study was the fact that the 

KTM Baras had been seen by the Bugis and others as an open door 

to pursue and access resources of a new frontier site, a frontier that 

was mainly created and supported by the state.  
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In the case of the Baras in North Mamuju, the area was 

initially covered by massive tropical forest, until it was transformed 

into gradually into UPTs (10 settlement units). Notably, Baras was 

fast becoming a catalyst for a new Indonesian district, as those 

former UPTs became established as new, different and 

autonomous villages. However, these former 10 UPTs were further 

grouped and merged into three new sub-districts (kecamatan), 

which significantly changed Baras’ dynamics and complexity. 

Elaborating upon James C Scott’s (2009) term, in my point of view 

the case of Baras was more complex than “peopling the hills”, as 

the Bugis did not only come to “to fill the empty space”, as they 

transformed the space itself. They have accomplished the 

transformation of the space, from an isolated hamlet to a peri-

urban area in this former transmigration settlement.  

Empirically, this study has also explored the degree to which 

transmigration – the state-sponsored or endorsed movement from 

a densely populated area to settlements in areas of low 

population density in Indonesia’s periphery – as a social 

engineering project has managed to solve uneven population 

distribution (i.e. not much) and more importantly to redistribute 

resources (particularly land) for agriculture (i.e. to a much greater 

degree). Aims of the transmigration program have changed over 
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time from an early emphasis upon fostering wet rice farming 

among transmigrants in the periphery to creating integrated 

settlements around industrialized agricultural sites focused on 

production of such commodities as palm oil. Indeed, KTM Baras 

has undergone a remarkable transformation from a frontier 

settlement and agricultural destination, into a peri-urban area with 

its dynamics. Baras is now a primary resource for the development 

of Pasangkayu and Sulbar, as a result of development from what I 

call an intersection frontier.  

In accord with the characterization of the frontier as 

“outsiders setting up permanent residence at their indigenous 

periphery” (Geiger, 2008b: 96), the frontier in Baras has become an 

adopted homeland by the Bugis. According to Tsing (2005: 31-35), 

Indonesian frontiers have been shaped in the manner of other wild 

eras and locations in the world, exemplifying the cultural 

productive quality despite peculiar unpredictability that Tsing 

(2005) has highlighted as characterizing frontiers throughout the 

world. 

The intersection frontier at Baras was thoroughly facilitated 

and sponsored by the state through the  designed program 

referred to as transmigration. Notably, among all the frontier 

actors, the Bugis played a signifcant role in this particular 
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arrangement. Importantly, in this intersection frontier, there seems 

to be no distinguishing feature between those former transmigrants 

and newcomers or even wanderers. Moreover, infrastructure 

development around the region, in particular the new trans-

Sulawesi coastal road, has helped the Bugis of Baras keep in touch 

with their native homeland, contributing to their strong 

commitment to stay permanently in Baras. Thus, this frontier 

created by the state has been filled by zealous migrants who have 

come to dominate socially, economically and politically, 

transforming this area into a new district, and further showcasing 

how migration has shaped nation-state-building in Indonesia. 

Furthermore, these findings raise an intriguing question regarding 

the nature and extent of the state’s role, in shaping and controlling 

its resource sites. This is important especially when dealing with the 

frontier of the agriculture, which by extension often leads to an 

economic frontier based on the land market. In this frontier of 

agriculture, the monoculture crop overwhelmingly featured is oil 

palm. 

This study has shown that the oil palm industry in Indonesia is 

highly likely to continue its present pace of development over the 

next decade. Apart from criticisms (globally, nationally and 

locally), trends in uptake of this crop have shown that this sector is 
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popular across the country. The main reason for this popularity is 

both global demand, mainly from emerging markets such as China 

and India (Rifin, 2013). Indonesia, both as a consumer and 

producer, also needs palm oil, for such products as cooking oil and 

biodiesel, which has led to continuous efforts by both national and 

local governments to attract more investors into this sector.  

The trends above will likely make the oil palm sector more 

complex in the years to come, following patterns of development 

that have been elucidated by McCarthy & Cramb (2016: 444) on 

the complexity of the political-economy of oil palm, based on 

“different actors, pursuing their varying interests”. This complexity in 

Indonesia’s context is extending to lower-level actors, at both 

provincial and district levels, as we have seen in the case of 

Pasangkayu of West Sulawesi. 

Importantly, this study has also demonstrated how the 

complexity of oil palm in Pasangkayu has accelerated the 

transformation of this area. The major contributor to this complexity 

was the oil palm industry as the vital product of this frontier of 

agriculture and the dynamic driver of the land transactions of the 

frontier of economy. Oil palm has changed the landscape of the 

western region of Sulawesi’s main landmass, both positively, with 
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regard to economic development,  and negatively, with regard to 

environmental impact.  

Furthermore, I have shown that along with investment 

needs, local governments are still convinced that oil palm is the 

only shortcut to development, luring many communities including 

those in Sulbar, with the same ideological orientation. Furthermore, 

resistance to this ideology risks marginalization and economic 

frustration. One example is seen in West Sulawesi’s local 

government vision to transform both Pasangkayu and Mateng 

districts, into the center for oil palm production in the East 

Indonesian region. As a result, every single subdistrict in these 

districts is overwhelmingly covered by oil palm plantations. 

    Furthermore, many oil palm areas across Indonesia have 

shown a trend where the government through its state-owned and 

private enterprises is no longer the dominating actor in production 

in this sector. Over time, smallholders have increasingly become 

important independent suppliers, which is a trend that is likely to 

continue over the years in this region. This trend includes the more 

recent encouragement that  smallholders have received to act 

collectively to obtain more benefits (Jelsma, et al., 2017). Within 

the oil palm sector and outside the “nuclear” industrial zones, the 
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relevant question to be answered is focused on who gets what, 

and how he/she gets it.  

 Empirically, the oil palm industry has directly affected the 

lives of the Bugis settlers in the emerging Pasangkayu and Central 

Mamuju districts. Either as landholders, farmers or growers, 

company workers, middlemen or middlewomen, laborers, and 

entrepreneurs, they all have been agents in intensifying 

participation in this frontier community and furthering the inherent 

complexity of the oil palm industry. Experiencing varying forms of 

farming, coupled with their ability to survive in any (including 

predatory) environments, the Bugis involvement in the oil palm 

sector remains remarkable. To these Bugis particularly the farmers 

who worked as dryland agriculturalists or paddare in their 

homeland, the oil palm is indeed precious, as it is seen as a non-

stop productive tree of “brown gold”.  

Another significant finding of this study concerns the Bugis 

attitude to contemporary Indonesia’s political change of 

decentralization. Initially, I began this study with a skeptical stand 

on decentralization, regarded primarily as devolution in the 

Indonesian context, which ideally aims to bring government closer 

to the people. Public participation in the process is relatively high, 

as seen during their regular-direct-and-free elections for regional 
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heads (pilkada) even the simultaneous elections across many 

regions (pilkada serentak) (Tjenreng, 2016; Kumolo, 2017). 

However, in my point of view, this participation has remained 

superficial, restricted to procedural-structural mechanisms. 

Another important finding of this study is that along with the 

rise of local autonomy, decentralization has also created a new 

phenomenon – a frontier of politics – as exemplified in Baras in 

Pasangkayu. Empirically, the case of Pasangkayu has revealed 

how new settlers, in this case, the Bugis, have shaped the formation 

and the constellation of local political dynamics           

Furthermore, I have argued that after two decades of 

Indonesia’s voyage to decentralization, local autonomy (otonomi 

daerah) has apparently strengthened regional sentiment 

(kedaerahan) and sometimes even chauvinism. The cases 

highlighted above further demonstrate how local identities 

(predominantly ethnic attachment and religious affiliation) have 

become the cornerstone of Indonesia’s decentralization. After 

over two decades of experience of decentralization, such localist 

sentiments continue to take place in Indonesia’s local elections to 

date.  

As regards Bugis settlers’ attitude toward decentralization, 

this study has shown that they have played significant roles in 
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fostering this process. Unlike other Indonesian outside residents, as 

we could see in many regions of Indonesia’s decentralization, 

Bugis settlers have not been against the process, as they were key 

contributors to the local people’s will to establish a new province 

and district. They waited and monitored the decentralization 

process, until they eventually understood opportunities it could 

present, if they participated in the process. Importantly, this 

opportunity was key to re-inventing and re-actualizing their 

traditional strategies of leading others. In this sense, the Bugis 

reclaimed and reinterpreted the exemplary authority of their 

predecessors in previous eras, as rationalized by their philosophy of 

“tellu cappa”. Analyzing this political change, the Bugis in 

Pasangkayu (and to a certain extent in Mateng and Pohuwato) 

considered themselves as “insider” residents (orang lokal or putra 

daerah), who had the same rights as those of local indigenous 

people in the running of the district and provincial governments. 

In their homeland, the Bugis in the regions of former Bugis 

polities (i.e. Bone, Wajo, Soppeng, Sidrap, Sinjai, Barru, Pare-pare 

and Pinrang) also enjoyed the exercise of power by not allowing 

any “outsiders” (non-Bugis) to be elected as the local leaders, such 

as bupati or walikota. At the same time, ambiguously enough, the 
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Bugis who settled outside Sulsel were continuously cheered and 

endorsed to be ponggawa in the rantau world.  

I have shown that Bugis protagonists of decentralization, the  

“decentralizers”, have gone on to become governors, mayors, 

district heads, and/or at least those who had direct access to 

resources in the cases of Pasangkayu, Mateng and Pohuwato in 

Sulawesi. The struggle to become leaders (ponggawa) still features 

strategies of the traditional political constellation. However, 

patterns of attaining leadership also evidence transformation; the 

profiles of local elites were not always from the aristocratic stratum 

or non-military background, as some were gentry or even 

commoners who considered themselves worthy enough based on 

their economic achievements to run for office. Therefore, 

decentralization provided these local actors an opportunity which 

they could use to exercise their authority.   

Ultimately, this study indicated that the Bugis migrants in 

Sulbar and particularly in Pasangkayu, continue to accelerate and 

contribute to the transformation of West Sulawesi. The Bugis are 

likely to continue to dominate the regions culturally, politically and 

economically in the next decades. 

9.2 Contributions of the Thesis 
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This thesis endeavoured to illuminate the pattern of Bugis intra-

island migration and then proceeded to set out the general 

pattern of migration of Bugis settlers from their home villages of 

Bone to the new frontier area, Baras, in West Sulawesi. Firstly, I argue 

that unlike migration in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

and examples of contemporary Bugis migration to other places, 

the Bugis in Baras are permanent migrants, as indicated by their 

use of the Bugis language idiom, "mallékke dapureng” (“moving 

the kitchen out”). The Bugis in Baras exemplifies the model of 

migration mainly composed of permanent settlers. Unlike their 

fellow migrants elsewhere, they are committed to mallékke 

dapureng, a term that has not been sufficiently analyzed in the 

accounts of Bugis migration. 

This thesis contributes to shedding light on the Bugis intra-

island migration trend and then describe the more significant 

migration of Bugis settlers from the Bone villages to the new frontier 

territory of Baras in West Sulawesi. First, I contend that the Bugis in 

Baras are permanent migrants, as evidenced by the fact that they 

use the Bugis idiom mallékke dapureng ("moving the kitchen out"), 

rather than the migration that occurred in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries and other examples of contemporary Bugis 

migration to other places. The Bugis of Baras is a prime example of 
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a migration model characterized by long-term residents. While the 

phrase mallékke dapureng has been mentioned in stories of Bugis 

migration, it has not been subjected to a thorough enough analysis 

to determine whether or not it accurately describes the migrants' 

motivations. 

Several different phrases in Bugis are used to describe the 

idea of migration, or merantau. My sources revealed that the 

expression mattana bare means, literally, "to go to the land of the 

west," signifying migration to Sumatra and other regions west of 

Sulawesi. There are a few synonyms for "going abroad," but sompe 

or massompe is the most common. Furthermore, my sources in 

Baras told me that the terms mattana bare and sompe were used 

by migrants from their home villages in response to the raids by 

bandits (perampok) in Telle and Timurung villages in the early 

1980s. However, some migrants, for financial reasons, also 

participated in sompe and mattana bare. Essential to this 

investigation is a form of migration referred to by the Bugis as 

mallékke dapureng. As a literary term, it was first used by Benjamin 

Frederik Matthes (1864) in his book Boeginesche Chrestomathie, a 

compilation of works written in the Bugis language. When the 

monarch of Luwu (mappajunge) was no longer accepted as an 

honest leader, his people resorted to mallékke dapureng, which 
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he described in his presentation of the “pao-pao ri kadong” genre 

of Bugis folklore. “We the people of Luwu wish to mallékke 

dapureng to Palopo, as our border now is Baebunta”, as was 

declared in the lontara (maelo’ni atanna mappajunge mallékke 

dapureng lao Palopo, gankanna Baebunta) (Matthes, 1864: 2-3). 

An additional distinguishing aspect is that the Bugis 

emigrated in organized groupings, with everyone involved being 

uprooted together with their families. It is important to note that 

there is no longer a seasonal regularity to the departure of Bugis 

permanent residents to their migration region sites. A seasonal 

pattern does not exist for those involved in mallékke dapureng, as 

they sell everything they own regardless of the time of year. This is 

in contrast to the passompe, who typically remain in their home 

villages until after the rainy season to harvest the rice crop after the 

rains (including house, livestock, and farmland). Mass migration 

from Telle and Timurung to Baras was the catalyst for the city's 

founding (sekaligus). As a result, this migration model is distinct from 

its predecessors in the study of Bugis migration (e.g., Lineton 1975; 

Acciaioli 1989; Ammarell 2002). 

Therefore, this study contributes to filling a gap in the studies 

of previous scholars and researchers, such as Lineton (1975a, 

1975b), Andaya (1981), Acciaioli (1989, 2000), Ammarell (2002), 
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and Andi Kesuma (2004). They have demonstrated that waves of 

Bugis migration have been triggered by war, insecurity, and 

economic reasons. However, this study helps fill a vacuum in that 

research. The primary contribution of this thesis is to offer a new 

perspective on the reasons for the Bugis migration. This 

understanding is grounded in the Bugis cultural value of siri’ (self-

esteem and honor), which is influenced by ecological, socio-

political, and economic considerations. 

Secondly, this research may be the first of its kind, and it may 

also be the first documented case of Bugis transmigration. The 

government has promoted and facilitated the Bugis model of 

permanent migration to Baras through the transmigration 

program, environmental issues in the homeland, and agricultural 

prospects and business endeavors in the new settlement. One of 

the requirements set forth by the transmigration program 

regulations was for a man to come along with his wife and children 

where applicable, so the vast majority of the first settlers who 

originated from Timurung and Telle of Bone arrived in Baras with 

their nuclear family, spouses, and children. Thus, mallékke 

dapureng appears to be a political response to the state of their 

administration at the time. Situations where residents expected no 

economic and socio-political change from their local government 
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often encouraged migrations of the villagers. Most rural residents 

looked beyond their wanua (kampung or home-village) for 

economic success. 

Empirically, the earliest Bugis settlers in Baras were 

categorized as settling in APPDT 1 (consisting of 22 and 42 

transmigrants who initially arrived on 13 February 1988) and APPDT 

2 (consisting of 22 and 42 transmigrants) (consisted of 26 and 102 

transmigrants, whose firstly settled on 5 November 1988). The 

APPDT stands for Alokasi Penempatan Penduduk Transmigrasi (that 

is, Special Settlement Allocation to the Transmigrant Inhabitants). 

The APPDT's early settlers originated from the Bone District, while 

others arrived from Java, Bali, East Nusa Tenggara, and the 

surrounding area (i.e., Bambaloka of Baras). Once these Bugis 

groups arrived, each family was assigned a transmigrant house 

number; these numbers correspond to those in Baras I (now Balanti 

village). Each family of these early immigrants was allotted two 

hectares for oil palm farming (locally known as 'kavling') and a half 

hectare for their dwelling (locally known as 'lahan'), for a total of 

2.5 hectares, in addition to an initial subsidy of one year to fulfill 

their daily requirements. Their kavlings were the primary plots of this 

border, while the half-hectare was supposed to be used as a 

vegetable garden in addition to houses. 
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Third, this study contributed to the topic of the frontier in 

Indonesia, specifically Sulawesi. This study examined empirically 

the extent to which transmigration – the state-sponsored or 

endorsed movement from densely populated areas to settlements 

in areas of low population density in Indonesia's periphery – as a 

social engineering project has solved uneven population 

distribution (i.e., not very well) and more importantly redistributed 

resources (particularly land) for agriculture (i.e., to a much greater 

degree). Over time, the goals of the transmigration program have 

shifted from an early emphasis on promoting wet rice farming 

among transmigrants in the periphery to the creation of integrated 

settlements surrounding industrialized agricultural sites for the 

production of commodities such as palm oil. 

Empirically, the transmigration settlement units (Unit 

Pemukiman Transmigrasi – UPT, which was in turn have been 

initiated and designed to establish an integrated settlement, that 

is, a “Self-sufficient Integrated City” (Kota Terpadu Mandiri - KTM). 

This KTM was incorporated into the oil palm industry. Accordingly, 

oil palm was to be cultivated by transients and settlers with the 

assistance of corporate engagement, joint venture, smallholder, 

and independent-grower methods. Thus, access to resources was 

critically dependent on the standing of translok among Bone and 
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local Baras transmigrants within this border (i.e., land and forest). 

Thus, what first occurred in the area was a blending of agricultural 

and settlement frontiers. The economic frontier that followed the 

agrarian and settled borders is what I call it because it is the 

primary means by which transnationals help their families prosper. 

During this period, impromptu settlers arrived in the area in search 

of cheap land on which to build their businesses. From what I have 

seen in the field, Baras (and, by extension, Pasangkayu and 

Central Mamuju) has become the most popular destination for 

Bugis migrants seeking a better life. 

Fourth, until relatively recently, this area served as an 

economic, settlement, and agricultural frontier. This has created 

an open door for people to settle in Baras. As a result, it has now 

become an arena that seems to showcase what experts describe 

as a growing indicator of a "new frontier" within the frontier 

settlement, presenting a more complicated dynamic of the setting 

and its participants. This thesis has contributed to a new topic in 

academia, intersection frontier. Indeed, the KTM Baras has 

transformed from a frontier settlement, frontier of agricultural, 

frontier of economy, and recently frontier of politics. The 

intersection frontier Baras is now an essential resource for 

developing Pasangkayu and West Sulawesi. 
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Furthermore, this study has shown that the state heavily 

facilitated and sponsored the intersection frontier at Baras through 

planned, sponsored, and facilitated transmigration. The Bugis 

played a pivotal role in this arrangement, making them stand out 

among other frontier actors. Crucially, in this nexus of migration, 

there appears to be no defining characteristic between former 

transmigrants and newcomers or even wanderers. As a result, 

zealous migrants have flooded into this state-created frontier and 

come to dominate socially, economically, and politically, turning 

this area into a new district and providing yet another example of 

how migration has influenced the development of the Indonesian 

nation-state. 

Baras is strikingly different economically from other places 

where Bugis migrants settled. Some areas of Malaysia's oil palm 

industry, for instance, are home to large numbers of migrant 

workers, known as buruh kasar (pajjama). Many of the settlers in 

Baras are also oil palm growers who own their land, and the Bugis 

are primarily comprised of farmers. The Bugis of Baras are farmers 

and owners of oil palm plantation. In this way, these people were 

the owners and managers of their oil palm plots, creating a new 

economic context distinct from the ponggawa-sawi (patron-

client) system that has long governed the social and economic 
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interactions among many Bugis farmers and fishermen. I contend 

that the primary causes of many Bugis leaving their villages in South 

Sulawesi and the subsequent spontaneous migrants being drawn 

to follow their counterparts to Baras, or elsewhere where oil palm 

was cultivated, are the traditional structure of the political 

economy and social structural changes that have affected it. No 

one can dispute that the oil palm industry and its myriad dynamics 

profoundly affected the Bugis settlers' economy in Baras. Since the 

transmigration settlement in Baras was initiated with a significant 

amount of state sponsorship and facilitation, this seems to be a 

distinguishing feature of Baras as opposed to many others in 

Kalimantan. Therefore, this thesis has shown that the patron-client 

system among the Bugis in Baras has changed.  

Fifth, this study has shown the development of a new district. 

After 30 years, the new Pasangkayu district has become the most 

diverse part of West Sulawesi. The empirical research from the field 

site shows that the Bugis are now the majority in Pasangkayu. 

Pasangkayu has consequently become a battleground for 

competing claims to political power, lending credence to the 

notion that this region has become a political frontier. Many local 

settlers have used Baras as a stepping stone to advance their 

political careers. For instance, in these previously transmigration-
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led settlement units, new settlers account for six out of eight village 

heads. Further, locals of Pasangkayu often remark that more than 

half of the district political positions there are held by people who 

are not native to the area. 

Seventh, this thesis contributes to the complexity of oil palm 

in Indonesia, with particular reference to Pasangkayu. In particular, 

the contribution of this study highlights the effects that the oil palm 

industry has had on a segment of the frontier community. More 

specifically, this investigation focuses on the Bugis settlers who took 

part in the initial settlement, as well as their agricultural involvement 

with oil palm.   

To the best of my knowledge, this thesis is the first sort of 

investigation that dealt with palm oil in Pasangkayu. For example, 

the data from the field proved that the local government of 

Pasangkayu claims that the district has experienced the direct 

impact of the growth of the oil palm sector. This agro-industrial 

sector has contributed to about 40.58 percent of economic 

growth over the last five years, i.e., from 7 percent to 14.47 percent. 

Crucially, the complexity of oil palm in Pasangkayu has 

accelerated the area's transformation, as this thesis has 

elaborated. The oil palm industry not only provides a vital service 

to the agricultural frontier but has also facilitated land transactions 
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on the economic frontier, changing the nature of the frontier 

economy. Northern West Sulawesi has been drastically altered by 

oil palm, for better or worse.  

Furthermore, this thesis has elaborated that being a farmer 

(paddare) working on one's own oil palm plot is a life-long task, 

which could often be challenging. However, it involves a 

commitment to rural work that is nothing new for the Bugis. 

Moreover, they see engaging with oil palm as a great opportunity, 

as they often feel they have received “free” amounts of land as a 

gift despite this allotment being tied to a credit scheme. This finding 

is essential in understanding the attitude of Bugis farmers towards 

their environment.  

The lives of the Bugis settlers in the developing Pasangkayu 

and Central Mamuju districts have also been empirically affected 

by the oil palm industries. They have all contributed to the 

dynamism of this frontier community and the inherent complexity 

of the oil palm industry in one way or another, whether as 

landowners, farmers or growers, company employees, middlemen 

or middlewomen, laborers, or entrepreneurs. The Bugis' 

participation in the oil palm sector is remarkable, given their 

exposure to different farming methods and ability to thrive in any 

environment, even with predators. The oil palm farms are precious 
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to the Bugis, especially the farmers whose ancestry is as paddare 

in their native land, who view the palm tree as a source of limitless 

"green gold." 

Finally, the contribution of this thesis is mainly on the dynamics 

of this intersection frontier. Baras in Pasangkayu illustrates a new 

phenomenon that this research highlights: the emergence of a 

political frontier in tandem with the growth of decentralized power 

at the local level. Pasangkayu is an empirical example of how new 

settlers, in this case, the Bugis, have influenced the development 

and constellation of local political dynamics. Ultimately, this thesis 

has shown that Bugis settlers have played crucial roles in fostering 

the decentralization process, which has implications for their 

outlook on decentralization. Even though many non-native 

Indonesians opposed decentralization in various parts of 

Indonesia, Bugis settlers were instrumental in rallying support for a 

new province and district. They watched the decentralization 

unfold and came to terms with its possibilities once they got 

involved. For the first time in a long time, they had a chance to 

rethink and re-enact their standard approaches to leading others. 

As part of their "tellu cappa" philosophy, the Bugis reclaimed and 

reinterpreted the exemplary authority of their ancestors from 

bygone eras. The Bugis in Pasangkayu (and to a lesser extent in 
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Central Mamuju in West Sulawesi and Pohuwato in Gorontalo) saw 

themselves as "insider" residents (orang lokal or putra daerah) in 

light of this new political reality, with the same rights as local 

indigenous people in the administration of the district and 

provincial governments. 

	
9.3 Recommendation for Further Research 
 

As this is an interdisciplinary study, it has covered many 

disciplines in explaining the development of the Baras 

transmigration area as an intersection of frontiers in a region 

experiencing the administrative subdivision brought on by 

decentralization. I have attempted to focus on each specific topic 

related to this overall process, such as Bugis migration, 

transmigration, the formation of the intersection frontier, the role of 

oil palm production in these processes, and the Bugis role in 

contemporary Indonesia. 

There are weaknesses in every study, due to such constraints 

as the brevity of the fieldwork research period, despite the 

complexity of any PhD topic. However, for this study, my 

intermittent visits after the primary times of fieldwork have helped 

address such limitations and allowed a greater time depth to 

investigate unfolding processes. For example, I have been able to 
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observe how oil palm prices have fluctuated before and after the 

fieldwork. 

Therefore, this section is aimed at highlighting some potential 

topic areas, which I think are interesting areas for further research 

or study in this area. Firstly, there is a need for more focus on 

marriages, both among Bugis and with non-Bugis. As I witnessed 

personally in the study location, marriage ceremonies happened 

on several occasions, but I was only able to attend just the ones 

among Bugis. Therefore, this study was not able to cover any 

instances of inter-marriage as one domain of interaction between 

Bugis and their fellow resettlers, whether Javanese or Balinese, or 

even with local indigenous inhabitants. 

Secondly, although I have traced and studied the 

permanent migration pattern of the first generation of settlers in this 

frontier community, I was not able to deeply investigate the 

second generation, which consists of those who were born and 

bred in Baras. At this moment, it is difficult to forecast if the second 

generation will likely tend to themselves become migrants, 

considering the educational opportunities of this second 

generation given their parental families’ newfournd wealth. Will 

they remain in Baras or seek new opportunities further afield? What 

will be their new experiences in their adopted homeland? 
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Therefore, further research will be needed to address this 

knowledge gap.  

Due to limited space, this study focused primarily on Baras in 

Pasangkayu. However, the same transmigration program also took 

place in Sarudu of Central Mamuju (a nearby site). What has been 

the history of  Bugis settlement there? Was it exactly the same as 

the KTM Baras? Further investigation on Sarudu will enrich our 

understanding of contemporary transmigration in West Sulawesi. 

Another interesting theme concerns the spread of oil palm 

cultivation and palm oil production, as it remains a hot topic in 

Indonesia’s agricultural sector. For example, I recently heard that 

the oil palm companies have introduced new  (i.e. non-tenera 

ones) oil palm seedlings. Now that the tenera generation has 

covered the area, whether these new seedlings for palm oil will 

likely produce the same or better or worse outcome than the 

tenera variety is a future research area for exploration. 

Another potential research area concerns the continuous 

engagement in the palm oil sector by Bugis. When I was at the field 

sites (Pasangkayu and Bone), some informants mentioned that 

some of their fellow Bugis from Bone had recently engaged in this 

sector in Luwuk and Banggai in the eastern region of Central 

Sulawesi (Sulawesi Tengah). Are they transmigrants too, like those 
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settled in Baras? Or are they spontaneous migrants? Such issues 

are definitely areas that require further research. 

Last but not the least, my future interest is centered on the 

Bugis roles in contemporary Indonesia. In this PhD study, I focused 

on several Bugis areas but limited my self to Bone, Pasangkayu, 

Mateng, with some comparative remarks on the Pohuwato of 

Gorontalo. Therefore, it will be fascinating if I and other researchers 

could expand understandings of Bugis in a wider scope. Lastly, I 

have argued through this study that the Bugis continue to spread 

across Indonesia, but deeper investigation of their settlement, 

particularly in South-East Sulawesi (Sulawesi Tenggara), Central 

Sulawesi (Sulawesi Tengah) and Gorontalo, will definitely enrich our 

knowledge on the Bugis. 
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