
‘Rice ambiguity’ and the taste of modernity on
Siberut Island, Indonesia
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Indigenous Mentawai on Siberut Island (Indonesia) consume sago and tubers as their
staple foods. Since the early twentieth century, Dutch colonial officers, missionaries,
migrants, and Indonesian state agencies have strongly encouraged the cultivation
and consumption of rice in lieu of these native staples. While Mentawai find rice
tastier, easier to serve, and more prestigious, they also discover that rice fails to satisfy
their appetites or fortify their bodies. They show little interest in cultivating rice.
Mentawai view rice as a symbol of modernity and associate it with powerful mainland
people who have long diminished their autonomy. In this article, I argue that the
desire to consume rice and the reluctance to produce it reflect a desire to be modern
without losing autonomy. Further, this ‘rice ambiguity’ reveals that food is more than
just a symbol of social processes and basic sustenance. Rather, food is a transformative
agent that can be used to create, enact, and alter identities, values, and ideas.

Until the end of the nineteenth century, rice was an alien food to most Mentawai, an
indigenous people living in the Mentawai Archipelago, West Sumatra. On Siberut
Island, the largest island in the archipelago, sago, banana, and tubers (primarily
taro, but also, cassava, sweet potatoes) are the main staples while on the southern
islands of Sipora, North Pagai and South Pagai, taro is a prominent source of food.
Oral histories suggest that Mentawai had known rice as early as the eighteenth cen-
tury, via their Malay neighbours, who lived temporarily in the archipelago as boat
builders or traders of forest products. Since the twentieth century, Dutch colonial offi-
cers, missionaries, migrants, and various Indonesian state agencies have brought rice
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to the islands and strongly encouraged Mentawai to cultivate rice instead of their
native staples, which these external entities consider to be tasteless, inferior, and back-
ward. Eating rice, and especially wet rice (sawah, paddy) cultivation, have been fea-
tures of civilisational and developmental projects that attempt to modernise the
supposedly isolated, undeveloped, and ‘backward’ Mentawai.1 Generally, Mentawai
were eager to participate in such projects, at least in the early stages. However,
after one or two seasons, they abandoned their sawah, for reasons that are explored
here. To date, Mentawai have never fully integrated the cultivation of rice into
their agriculture, nor do they voluntarily cultivate their sawah.

Earlier publications have offered different explanations for why rice is unfit for
Mentawai, ranging from ecological reasons2 and the cynical denigration of local
food,3 to religious and labour considerations.4 Rice cultivation has been shown to
be problematic for local agricultural practices and resource management. It puts pres-
sure on sago, taro gardens, pig husbandry, and diminishes the forest gardens that are
more suited to the island’s micro-climate and ecosystem.5 The grain is also incompat-
ible with the Mentawai sense of body and identity. Their bodies require sago, taro, and
pork. A rice-based diet leaves them feeling hungry and unhealthy.6 In this article, I
offer an explanation for their ambivalence towards rice from a cultural perspective.
My explanation stems from the fact that Mentawai have had diverse, and often
ambiguous responses to the ‘modernisation projects’ imposed upon them by primar-
ily external agencies.7 Modernisation projects here refer to ideas that position
Mentawai as ‘uncivilised, backward, primitive, isolated’ as well as endeavours that

1 For a long time, the official view has been that Mentawai have lost touch with the social and cultural
processes of mainstream society. Gerard Persoon, ‘Isolated groups or indigenous peoples: Indonesia and
the international discourse’, Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 154, 2 (1998): 281–304. The
situation has slightly changed in the post-New Order era, but in general, the idea that Mentawai are
‘backward’ and undeveloped persists. See Myrna Eindhoven, ‘New colonizers? Identity, representation,
and government in the post-New Order Mentawai Archipelago’, in Renegotiating boundaries: Local pol-
itics in post-Suharto Indonesia, ed. Henk Schulte Nordholt and Geert Arend van Klinken (Leiden: KITLV
Press, 2007), pp. 40–69.
2 Tony Whitten and Jane Whitten, ‘Tanaman sagu dan pengelolaannya di Pulau Siberut’, in Pulau
Siberut: Pembangunan sosio-ekonomi, kebudayaan tradisional dan lingkungan hidup, ed. Gerard
Persoon and Reimar Schefold (Jakarta: Bhratara Karya Aksara, 1985), pp. 30–36; World Wildlife Fund
(WWF), Saving Siberut: A conservation masterplan (Bogor: WWF International, 1980).
3 Gerard Persoon, ‘From sago to rice: Changes in cultivation in Siberut’, in Bush base, forest farm:
Culture, environment and development, ed. Elisabeth Croll and David Parkin (London: Routledge,
1992), pp. 187–99.
4 Reimar Schefold, Aku dan Sakuddei: Menjaga jiwa di rimba Mentawai (Kompas: Jakarta, 2013).
5 Gerard Persoon, ‘The management of wild and domesticated forest resources on Siberut, West
Sumatra’, Antropologi Indonesia 26, 64 (2001): 68–83.
6 Maskota Delfi, ‘Sipuislam dalam selimut Arat Sabulungan: Penganut Islam Mentawai di Siberut’,
Jurnal Al-Ulum 12, 1 (2012): 1–34. An article in the national newspaper Kompas reports that the chan-
ging diet from sago to rice in Siberut contributes to health issues such as high blood pressure and obesity.
Ahmad Arif, ‘Dari sagu ke sega dan segala konsekuensinya’, Kompas, 30 May 2014.
7 The general pattern is that some groups totally reject modernisation projects while others fully
embrace them. Most people, however, fall between these two extremes and have dual, and often conflict-
ing, responses to development projects. Gerard Persoon, ‘Fleeing or changing: Processes of change and
development in tribal groups in Indonesia’ (PhD diss., University of Leiden, 1994); Laurens Bakker,
‘Tiele! Turis! The social and ethnic impact of tourism in Siberut (Mentawai)’ (MA thesis, University
of Leiden, 1999).
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seek to bring them ‘progress’ and ‘advancement’. These projects have forced
Mentawai to inhabit centralised government settlements, abandon important aspects
of their culture and religion, and change their agricultural practices. Cultivating and
consuming rice are integral parts of any modernisation project and are both symbols
and a concrete device within these modernisation processes.

Rice embodies the power of sareu,8 a term referring to non-Mentawai subjects,
but in particular the Minangkabau people who are the face of these modernisation
projects. The Minangkabau have been the main implementers of modernisation,
acquiring power and authority from the state to instruct and decide when, where,
and how Mentawai should cultivate rice. The Minangkabau represents an ethnic
group in Indonesia which is considered maju (advanced) and modern as shown by
their high educational levels, great culinary tradition, sophisticated rice farming sys-
tem and regular rice consumption.9 Hence, rice represents and offers, literally, a
taste of modernity and an opportunity for Mentawai to show to external entities
that they too are a modern people. Yet, participating in rice cultivation presupposes
Mentawai subordination and ties them to asymmetrical power relations with external
actors. I argue that the Mentawai reluctance to cultivate sufficient and sustainable rice
production and their appetite for rice stem from an ambivalence surrounding their
desire to taste modernity without losing their autonomy.

Rice, status, and modernity
Anthropologist Marvin Harris famously theorises that utilitarian principles uni-

versally regulate eating habits and food usage.10 The selection or rejection of particu-
lar foods is determined by the cost-benefit calculus of the society’s entire constellation
of material constraints and opportunities. The case of rice in Southeast Asia is a good
test for this theory. Rice is the most important food crop in this region. However,
explanations for rice cultivation based on necessity or utilitarian principles alone
are insufficient. Rice does not use land more efficiently than tubers or sago.11 The

8 Sareu literally means ‘people from afar’ (sa is a prefix for a collective subject and areumeans afar). The
term refers to people who have no genealogical, land, or language relations with certain uma in the
Mentawai Archipelago. Sareu is a broad category and can refer to a Niasan shopkeeper, an Australian
surfer, or a Dutch anthropologist. However, the term sareu also has specific connotations and narrowly
refers to the Minangkabau people. The use of sareu specifically for the latter is part of a cultural and
political repertoire in an asymmetrical ethnic relationship. Gerard Persoon, ‘Defining wildness and wil-
derness: Minangkabau images and actions on Siberut (West Sumatra)’, in Tribal communities in the
Malay world: Historical, cultural and social perspectives, ed. Geoffrey Benjamin and Cynthia Chou
(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2002), pp. 439–56; Darmanto and Abidah
B. Setyowati, Berebut hutan Siberut: Orang Mentawai, kekuasaan dan politik ekologi [Contesting
Siberut rainforest: Mentawai, powers and politic ecology] (Jakarta: Gramedia Pustaka Utama, 2012).
9 Persoon, ‘Defining wildness and wilderness’, p. 445.
10 Marvin Harris’ theory is widely known as the materialist theory among food anthropologists. He
argues that societies use, manipulate, eat, and share particular types of food in order to maximise benefits
and minimise costs in terms of nutritional, ecological, or rational calculations. Marvin Harris, Good to
eat: Riddles of food and culture (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1985), pp. 17–18. The broader materialist
platform can be seen in Marvin Harris, Cultural materialism: The struggle for a science of culture
(New York: Vintage, 1979).
11 There are archaeological and linguistic findings that challenge the assumption that rice is the only
important food crop in the region. Robert Blust, ‘Austronesian culture history: Some linguistic references
and their relations to the archaeological record’, World Archaeology 8, 1 (1976): 19–43; Peter Bellwood,
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risk of failure in rice cultivation is greater than other starch foods. It differs in terms of
dependencies and social hierarchy, and requires intensive labour and care. It also
attracts more pests and disease than taro or sago.12 Arguably, rice cultivation and con-
sumption are rooted in the social, symbolic, and cosmological roles it has engendered.
The great effort necessary to domesticate and grow rice confers both social prestige
and cosmological status onto this foodstuff.13 Other scholars note that the importance
of rice has only emerged in recent times, linking it to flourishing trade and population
growth in ‘the age of commerce’.14

Rice has long been perceived as a hallmark of high civilisation and a defining
marker of the status and prestige of a particular society. Throughout Southeast
Asia, growing rice expresses the ability of humans to transform nature and success-
fully connect with the world of spirits.15 The association of rice with prestige likely
stems from politically dominant cultures (Indian, Chinese, and Javanese) who are
also predominantly rice growers and eaters.16 In modern times, rice consumption
and cultivation have been at the heart of the ideological construction of colonial inter-
vention and modern-state formation, as well as a notable symbol of development
across the region.17 This is reflected in the prevalence of ‘rizification’ in policy and
academic publications, an idea suggesting that rice is the ultimate goal and crucial
indicator of progress in agricultural development.18 Rice has become a central polit-
ical, economic, and cultural tool throughout the region for progressing from

Prehistory of the Indo-Malaysian Archipelago (North Ryde: Academic Press, 1985); P. Bellwood, Richard
Gillespie, G.B. Thompson, J.S. Vogel, I.W. Ardika and I. Datan, ‘New dates for prehistoric Asian rice’,
Asian Perspectives 31, 2 (1992): 161–70. For a more recent argument stating that, ecologically, rice is
not superior to tubers, see David Henley, ‘Rizification revisited: Re-examining the rise of rice in
Indonesia, with special reference to Sulawesi’, in Smallholders and stockbreeders: Histories of food-crop
and livestock farming in Southeast Asia (Leiden: KITLV, 2004), pp. 109–38.
12 Graeme Barker and Monica Janowski, ‘Why cultivate? Anthropological and archaeological
approaches to foraging-farming transitions in Southeast Asia’, in Why cultivate? Anthropological and
archaeological approaches to foraging–farming transitions in Southeast Asia, ed. G. Barker and
M. Janowski (Oxford: Oxbow, 2011), pp. 1–16.
13 Monica Janowski, ‘Introduction’, in Kinship and food in South East Asia, ed. Monica Janowski and
Fiona Kerlogue (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2007), pp. 1–23; Brian Hayden, ‘Were luxury foods the first
domesticates? Ethno-archaeological perspectives from Southeast Asia’, World Archaeology 34, 3 (2003):
458–69; Barker and Janowski, ‘Why cultivate?’, p. 3.
14 Anthony Reid, ‘Asian trade networks’, in Commercial networks in modern Asia, ed. Shinya Sugiyama
and Linda Grove (London: Curzon, 2001), pp. 261–4; Peter Boomgaard, ‘In the shadow of rice: Roots and
tubers in Indonesian history, 1500–1950’, Agricultural History 77, 4 (2003): 582–610; Geoffrey J. Missen,
Viewpoint on Indonesia: A geographical study (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson, 1972).
15 Barker and Janowski, ‘Why cultivate?’, pp. 7–9.
16 Boomgard, ‘In the shadow of rice’, pp. 601–2; Lucien M. Hanks, Rice and man: Agricultural ecology
in Southeast Asia (Chicago: Aldine Atherton, 1972).
17 It is worth emphasising that rice farming as a technology was not created by a modern state or colo-
nial rulers. Historically, a majority of Southeast Asian societies developed various rice growing methods.
Yet, rice cultivation, especially by flooding fields, was heavily promoted by colonial rulers and modern
states to bring about a shift to permanent-field cultivation and to create a large and concentrated popu-
lation that facilitated taxation and political control. Michael R. Dove, ‘The agroecological mythology of
the Javanese and the political economy of Indonesia’, Indonesia 39 (1985): 1–36; Hong Lien Vu, Rice and
baguette: A history of food in Vietnam (London: Reaktion, 2016).
18 Henley, ‘Rizification revisited’, p. 109.
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subsistence to semi-intensive, and finally, industrialised agriculture.19 Indeed, rice
enjoys a multiplicity of meanings as food, crop, commodity, and cultural item imbued
with various symbolic valences.20 Yet, the association of rice with modernity and civ-
ilisation lingers in the collective imagination in Southeast Asia.21 For example, the sta-
tus of a society free from food insecurity and poverty in the region is still measured in
terms of rice consumption.22 In the Southeast Asian context, rice connotes the mod-
ern rather than the primitive, developed rather than backward, commerce rather than
subsistence, progress rather than involution, industriousness rather than laziness.
Cultivating and consuming rice is inherent to many Southeast Asian peoples’ self-
identification as modern and civilised.

A great deal has been written about how dominant groups, ethnic majorities, and
nation states impose their vision of modernity and civilisation through rice cultiva-
tion.23 However, non-rice producers and eaters (who are generally, but not always,
seen as marginal societies) have sometimes used rice consumption to manipulate
or articulate their own version of modernity.24 Focusing on the ways in which minor-
ities actively respond to modern ideas, this article deploys a dynamic approach to the
study of food that moves beyond conceptualising rice solely as a passive symbol of, or
metaphor for, modernity. In this articulation, food reveals itself to be a transformative
agent operating in all societal processes, both materially and psychologically; a sub-
stance that ‘fundamentally constitutes, sustains, and nurtures social persons while it
simultaneously produces and reflects social categories, symbols, and values’.25

19 Frans Hüsken and Benjamin White, ‘Java: Social differentiation, food production, and agrarian con-
trol’, in Agrarian transformations: Local processes and the state in Southeast Asia, ed. Gillian Hart,
Andrew Turton, Benjamin White, Brian Fegan and Lim Teck Ghee (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1989), pp. 235–65; Muriel Figuié, Paule Moustier, Nicolas Bricas and Nguyen Thi
Tan Loc, ‘Trust and food modernity in Vietnam’, in Food anxiety in globalising Vietnam, ed. Judith
Ehlert and Nora Katharina Faltmann (Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan 2019), pp. 139–66.
20 Peter C. Timmer, ‘Food security and economic growth: An Asian perspective’, Asian-Pacific
Economic Literature 19, 1 (2005): 1–17; Angga Dwiartama, Christopher Rosin, and Hugh Campbell,
‘Understanding agri-food systems as assemblages’, in Biological economies: Experimentation and the pol-
itics of agri-food frontiers, ed. Richard Le Heron, Hugh Campbell, Nick Lewis and Michael Carolan
(London: Routledge, 2016), pp. 82–94.
21 Le Trong Hai, ‘The rice situation in Vietnam’ (Manila: Asian Development Bank, 2010), pp. Henley,
‘Rizification revisited’, pp. 115–20.
22 Neil McCulloch and Peter C. Timmer, ‘Rice policy in Indonesia: A special issue’, Bulletin of
Indonesian Economic Studies 44, 1 (2008): 33–44; Dewan Ketahanan Pangan, ‘Food security and vulner-
ability atlas of Indonesia’ (Jakarta: Ministry of Agriculture; World Food Programme, 2015).
23 Dove, ‘The agroecological mythology’, pp. 1–36; Henley, ‘Rizification revisited’, pp. 109–38; Pierre
van der Eng, Agricultural growth in Indonesia: Productivity change and policy impact since 1880
(Basingstoke: Palgrave MacMillan, 1996); Danilo Geiger, Frontier encounter: Indigenous communities
and settlers in Asia and Latin America (Copenhagen: IWGIA, 2008); John McCarthy, ‘Tenure and trans-
formation in Central Kalimantan after the ‘Million Hectare’ project’, in Land for the people: The state and
agrarian conflict in Indonesia, ed. Anton E. Lucas and Carol Warren (Athens: Ohio University Press,
2013), pp. 182–214; Barker and Janowski, ‘Why cultivate?’.
24 Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar, ed., Alternative modernities (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
2001).
25 Jane Fajans, ‘The transformative value of food: A review essay’, Food and Foodways 3, 1–2 (1988):
143–66. The transformative quality of food comes from its ability to mediate social relations between
individuals, between an individual and a social group, and between social groups. See also Jane
Fajans, ‘The alimentary structures of kinship: Food and exchange among the Baining of Papua New
Guinea’, in Exchanging products: Producing exchange, ed. Jane Fajans (Sydney: Oceania Monograph
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Rather than focusing only on symbolism and signs, or economically driven efficiency,
I suggest that rice is a transformative substance used by Mentawai to change and con-
struct themselves, motivate behaviour, mediate social relations with external actors,
orient feelings, and deal with externally imposed versions of modernity.

Methods
This article draws on in-depth ethnographic research conducted among Mentawai

living in Siberut Selatan (South Siberut) district (figs. 1 and 2). ‘Mentawai’ refer to all
people who speak the Mentawai language, share an eponymous ancestor who once
lived in Simatalu village in northwest Siberut, and have a claim on land in the
Mentawai Archipelago, a chain of four main inhabited islands and a hundred small islets
off West Sumatra. The population of Siberut Selatan is distributed across five villages and
37 hamlets and is home to about 9,500 inhabitants.26 The majority of the population
consists of Mentawai, but there are also about 1,500 non-Mentawai who mainly dwell
in a migrants’ village enclave in Muara Siberut. The migrants are primarily of
Minangkabau, Javanese, or Batak descent, and typically work as fishermen, traders,
nurses, civil servants, or teachers. Indeed, Mentawai in this area are in no way homoge-
neous. They have different subcultures (based on language dialects, rituals, housing, for
example) and landscapes (coastal area, hinterland, for example). However, these internal
variations do not significantly impact the ways people produce and consume rice.

The data presented here is derived from a combination of ethnographic research
and archival study. I spent a total of 12 months conducting field research in Siberut
between May 2013 and December 2014. Archival research provided a historical
account of rice cultivation and consumption since the early twentieth century. Such
documents include notes of colonial officers and missionaries, reports by governmen-
tal and nongovernmental agencies, and news items in the local media. A handful of
newspaper articles related to rice cultivation were published in the 1970s and 1980s.
The recent written documents about rice cultivation and consumption were collected
from a local newspaper, Puailiggoubat, published by the largest Mentawai NGO,
Yayasan Citra Mandiri Mentawai (YCMM).27

Food, gardening, and Mentawai autonomy
Mentawai in South Siberut are socially organised in uma: autonomous, patrilineal,

and exogamous groups based on religious rituals, political decisions, and landowning
units. Uma is a generic Mentawaian term equivalent to the anthropological terms ‘kin
group’ or ‘clan’.28 An uma connects living and dead groupmembers to each other through

43, University of Sydney, 1993), pp. 59–75; Sidney Mintz, ‘Eating and being: What food means’, in Food:
Multidisciplinary perspectives, ed. Barbara Harriss-White and Raymond Hoffenberg (Oxford: Blackwell,
1994); Alfred Gell, Art and agency: An anthropological theory (Oxford: Clarendon, 1998), p. 17.
26 Badan Pusat Statistik (BPS), ‘Kabupaten Kepulauan Mentawai dalam angka’ [Kepulauan Mentawai
District in numbers] (Tuapeijat: BPS Mentawai, 2017).
27 After 18 years, Puailiggoubat officially stopped as a newspaper and transformed into an online platform
(mentawaikita.com) on15Dec. 2019. Thewebsite is runby the samepeoplewho ran thenewspaper. Fora brief
history of Puailiggoubat, see Myrna Eindhoven, ‘Products and producers of social and political change: Elite
activism and politicking in the Mentawai Archipelago, Indonesia’ (PhD diss., University of Leiden, 2019).
28 Juniator Tulius, ‘Family stories: Oral tradition, memories of the past, and contemporary conflict over
land in Mentawai, Indonesia’ (PhD diss., Leiden University, 2012).
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bonds of bodily substances like blood and land. An uma roughly consists of one to a dozen
nuclear families (lalep), amounting to between two to a hundred or so individuals. The
social relations within and between uma are strictly egalitarian, at least for adult men.

Figure 1. Map of the Mentawai Islands Regency. (Drawn by Tom Bayu)
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Political leaders are absent, and all decisions are ideally taken after collective consensus.
Traditionally, each uma lived on its land in a large communal house (also called uma)
along the banks of the main rivers that cut through the dense tropical lowland rainforest
in the hilly landscape. Over the last six or seven generations, uma have, on the whole, lost
any territorial autonomy they once had. Internal quarrels and migrations, exogamous
marriage, the pursuit of places to grow cash crops, and a wave of resettlement projects

Figure 2. South Siberut subdistrict. (Drawn by Tom Bayu)
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have caused each uma and its members to disperse and resettle in other territories while
retaining important rituals and political autonomy.29

Part of the autonomy of an uma and its members is generated through their abil-
ity to produce sufficient food. Each uma has its land and every adult member has gar-
dens (mone) in several places, consisting of a combination of staple foods, fruit trees,
and cash crops. Sago and taro are the two principal subsistence crops (fig. 3). The sago
palm being the most abundant and important crop is generally cultivated in sago gar-
dens (mone sagu) located along the banks of major rivers, creeks, or streams. All the
sago palms on the island have been planted over centuries and do not grow wild,
although their cultivation is not as labour intensive as grain cultivation.30 People regu-
larly select a sucker from healthy palms and transfer the rootstock to a new field. Once
the plant matures, it can flourish across the riverbank independent of human inter-
ference. Apart from starch, sago gardens provide various foods and non-edible
resources. For instance, sago gardens are used for keeping pigs and chickens. The
palms also supply a vital source of protein in the form of sago grubs. Valuable
non-edible products include leaves for roofing, bark for house walls, and firewood.

The second important staple, taro, is cultivated in taro gardens (pugettekat).
Most of these gardens are located along river meanders. Taro may also be cultivated
inland alongside sago gardens (as shown in fig. 3) and as part of forest gardens. Taro
gardens are usually fenced with small trees, which are pruned regularly to keep pigs
out. Taro gardens are a gendered, heavily domesticated space. At some stages of

Figure 3. Sago and taro, the two most important Mentawai staples. (Photograph by
Author)

29 Darmanto, ‘Maintaining fluidity, demanding clarity: The dynamics of land relations among indigen-
ous people of Siberut Island, West Sumatra (MPhil thesis, Murdoch University, 2016).
30 Persoon, ‘From sago to rice’, pp. 187–99; Whitten and Whitten, ‘Tanaman sagu’, pp. 30–36.
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cultivation, men may help their wives prepare the garden by ploughing the ground or
erecting fences, but women are in charge of the entire cycle of planting, weeding, har-
vesting, and replanting. Taro gardens are filled not only with their eponymous tubers,
but also with banana, sugar cane, cassava, sweet potato, and other edible plants. Frogs,
eels, and catfish are abundant in and around the gardens in the rainy season.

The products of the garden not only exist for subsistence, but also yield essential
items for social exchange. Gardens as a whole or individual sago and fruit trees are
always part of the local legal system and gift-economy. Paying bride price, providing
a gift for a friend, and compensating (luluijet) for a social transgression all require the
handover of sago plants and domestic animals. Similarly, expanding networks of
friends and allies outside the uma and anticipating future events are only possible
if an individual Mentawai, an individual household, or an uma has gardens in
many places. Hence, sago gardens, taro gardens, and pigs are continually being culti-
vated even if they are already abundant.

The importance of gardens and gardening is linked to how Mentawai define their
socially perceptible qualities. Mentawai self-identification is primarily characterised by
their engagement in social relationships and productive labour to cultivate food in
the garden. If one asks a Mentaiwan for the difference between the Mentawai and
non-Mentawai, he/she would generally say that the Mentawai are forest cultivators.
People identify themselves with the statement, ‘we are Mentawai, the gardeners’ (kai,
si mattawai sipumone). Any person and family who engages in a combination of gar-
dening is referred to as a genuine Mentawai (mattawai siburuk) with distinctive attri-
butes, social prestige, and recognition. A strong body (kelak tubu) is a standard
qualification. Kelak tubu is formed through years of clearing forest, planting tubers
and banana, grating sago starch, and tending pigs. The term ‘kelak tubu’ is also asso-
ciated with the term healthy body (marot tubu). In addition to physical attributes, genu-
ine Mentawai must also possess certain gardening knowledge, skills, and experience.

The perceptible qualities of body, knowledge, and gardening skills are intricately
intertwined with the qualitative traits of a person. A very good person (simaeru) is one
who has a continuously and actively productive body (majolot tubbu), or who is always
doing something (mamoile kabbei). Both terms literally mean ‘having hands that are
always doing something useful and productive’. A diligent person (simamoile kabei)
acts independently, without another person’s direction. In contrast, a bad person has an
inactive body (takmei tubbu) and keeps his/her body in place/inert (mabeili). A lazy per-
son (sitakmei tubbu) is inactive, always sitting (mutobbou), eating (mukom), or sleeping
(merep), activities associated with passivity. A lazy person possesses an immobile mind
and perspective (patuat), making him or her vulnerable to the subordination of others.

Gardening and food production are thus intertwined with the ideal formulation
of autonomous social actors as the loci of decision-making powers. Autonomy refers
to both the independence of making a decision and a legitimate sphere of decision-
making.31 It is one’s autonomy that enables one to refuse or accept another’s request
or command. The concept ideally applies to every Mentawai but, in practice, is limited

31 I borrow the concept of autonomy as a social value from Nancy Munn, The fame of Gawa: A sym-
bolic study of value transformation in a Massim (Papua New Guinea) Society (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1986).
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to married men and women who produce children and sufficient food. Autonomy is
primarily attained through the family, a social institution that enables men and
women to share their labour and produce children and food. Autonomy can also
be attained outside of the family sphere. Having sago gardens or many pigs enables
a person to expand their social exchange networks and initiate or negotiate new social
exchanges beyond his/her household and uma. A person with many pigs or sago gar-
dens has a greater chance of a successful social exchange. This is primarily because
possessing garden products generates social status that can influence the perspective
of others.

Autonomy is a principal Mentawai social value in which the relative worth of a
social person is judged based on his/her ability to adopt roles within the community
commensurate with their stage of life and family status, their relative prestige and
influence, and their capacity for leadership and political effectiveness. Sago palms,
tubers, and fruit trees are necessary not only for subsistence, but also for defining
the autonomy of individual Mentawai. Even though Mentawai see sago, taro, and
other garden products as part of their self-sufficiency and autonomy, official actors
perceive these as the core of a primitive culture that prevents Mentawai from becom-
ing modern citizens alongside the majority of Indonesians. From a non-Mentawai
perspective, sago has long been perceived as the food of lazy and primitive peoples,
while pigs are seen as unclean animals.32 The ultimate way to uplift Mentawai
from their backwardness into modernity would be to substitute their pig husbandry
with mainland animals such as cows, goats, or buffalos, while forcing or encouraging
them to cultivate and consume rice.

Rice cultivation and modernisation
The proposal for rice cultivation on the island of Mentawai began in the early

twentieth century after a small military Dutch garrison was established in Muara
Siberut in 1911. There was a clear tendency among the Dutch to see Mentawai culti-
vation and culture as inefficient, primitive, and ripe for abolition. For instance, a
report written by a Dutch military officer states that the Mentawai are ‘lazy, undevel-
oped, and stupid’.33 The Dutch officers stationed in Muara Siberut tried to introduce
wet rice cultivation, but soon realised that it was impossible to force the scattered
Mentawai to replace their culture of cultivating sago and pigs with efforts to provide
a stable supply of rice to the colonial officers. The officers realised it was impossible to
ask Mentawai to do collective work as they were scattered all over the island and
maintained their political autonomy and had a great degree of self-sufficiency.
Working for others was a virtually nonexistent idea. Furthermore, there were no
authority figures they could ask to discipline the population. It would be easy for

32 Scholz Ulrich, Agrargeographie von Sumatra; Eine Analyse der räumlichen Differenzierung der land-
wirtschaftlichen Produktion (Giessen: Selbstverlag des Geographischen Instituts der Justus
Liebig-Universität Giessen, 1988); Gerard Persoon and Hans H. de Iongh, ‘Pigs across ethnic boundaries’,
in Wildlife in Asia: Cultural perspectives, ed. John Knight (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004), pp. 165–84.
33 J.F.K. Hansen, ‘De groep Noord- en Zuid-Pageh van de Mentawei-eilanden: Ethnografische bes-
chrijving (met kaart en illustraties)’, Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde van
Nederlandsch-Indië 70, 1 (1914): 113–220.
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Mentawai to escape from any form of control. It was ‘a nightmare for Mentawai to
surrender their collective labour (kampungdiensten) and become forced labour’.34

The colonial authorities invited Protestant missionaries from the Rheinische
Mission in Wuppertal, Germany, to start the ‘civilising process’. A German mission-
ary posted in Siberut, Friedrich Börger, believed that rice cultivation was key to direct-
ing Mentawai towards ‘god and progress’.35 Although Börger was rather moderate
compared to the radical changes propagated by his predecessor, who was killed by
Mentawai, he believed that Mentawai were lazy and saw rice cultivation as way to
get them to understand hard work.36 Börger believed that rice was more nutritious
than sago and taro and its cultivation would be a way to relieve women from their
taro gardening chores. Moreover, rice cultivation would change the traditional way
of life as characterised by long periods of taboos, elaborate animist rituals, and a
deep belief in the forest spirits. He saw it as an ideal way to fight ‘persistent pagan-
ism’.37 By producing rice, people would have more time for cultivating rice in the
sawah, abandon their animist rituals and associated practices (hunting, taboos),
and eventually join the Church.

To the missionary, rice consumption and cultivation were symbols of
Christianity, progress, and civilisation. In the mid-1920s, Börger instructed some
Protestant followers from Katurei village to dig a small paddy field in Muara
Siberut, imitating the irrigated paddies of Java. Oral history reveals that this effort
did not bear positive results. The pond was not well irrigated and lacked water in
the dry season. The rice did not grow well and did not produce the expected yields
in these conditions. In the wet season, the field was swept away after the flooding
of the Siberut rivers and a series of tidal waves. Any remnants of rice were soon
attacked by mice and rats from the surrounding forest. After a few attempts, the
Dutch officers reported that ‘all efforts to familiarise the local population with rice
cultivation have been in vain’.38

Following independence in 1945, there was no immediate agenda in the newly
formed Republic of Indonesia for dealing with Mentawai. In West Sumatra, however,
it was already understood that some aspects of Mentawai culture hampered the for-
mation of the modern state. A provincial policy to do away with this putative back-
wardness was soon developed. The West Sumatran government continued Dutch
efforts to bring this ‘backward’ people into ‘modern life’.39 The West Sumatran policy
began with attempts to create a large and centralised village, abolish traditional reli-
gion, modify bride wealth payments, and prohibit practices considered primitive, such

34 Johann van Buuren, ‘Memorie van overgave Mentawei eilanden, Muara Siberut’ [Official handover
Record report from retiring official relating to Mentawai Island, Muara Siberut], Nationaal Archief, Den
Haag, Ministerie van Koloniën, Memories van Overgave, inventarisnummer 2.10.39 (Rolls 793), 1932.
35 Friedrich Börger, ‘Vom Punen der Mentaweier and Wie ein punen be den Mentaweirn verlauft’,
Berichte der Rehinischen Missions-Gesellscahft (1932): 18–28, 44–54.
36 Reimar Schefold, ‘Amiable savages at the doors of paradise: Missionary narratives about the
Mentawai Islands (Indonesia)’, in True fiction: Artistic and scientific representations of reality ed. Peter
Kloos (Amsterdam: VU University Press, 1990), pp. 21–35.
37 F. Börger, ’Wie man sich freuet in der Ernte’, Das Missionsblatt (1920): 71–3.
38 Van Buuren, ‘Memorie van overgave’.
39 Herman Sihombing, Mentawai (Jakarta: Pradnya Paramita, 1979); Persoon, ‘Defining wildness and
wilderness’, pp. 439–56.

‘R I C E AMB IGU I T Y ’ AND THE TA S T E O F MODERN I T Y ON S I B E RUT I S L AND , I NDONE S I A 75

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463423000188 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463423000188


as tattoos, long hair, loincloths, and the hunting and eating of primates.40 The intro-
duction of rice cultivation and the campaign to cultivate cash crops more intensively
were integral to this policy, and a way to encourage people to become a part of
Indonesia’s national culture. In 1955, the West Sumatran government created a dem-
onstration rice field plot in Muara Siberut and asked some Minangkabau people to
demonstrate rice cultivation. However, the project failed to encourage Mentawai to
plant rice, leaving some Minangkabau volunteers to convert the small swamps sur-
rounding the estuary of the main rivers into sawah. While Mentawai were reluctant
to cultivate rice, they swiftly adopted the cultivation of other newly introduced cash
crops (such as cloves) and intensively planted established commercial crops (such
as coconuts) in the coastal areas. By the mid-1960s, a significant number of
Mentawai from the coastal villages of Maileppet, Katurei, and Muara Siberut were
already harvesting their cloves and exporting substantial quantities of copra. The
first imported items they bought with money from cash crops, apart from clothes
and machetes, were sacks of rice.

It was not until the late 1970s that a concerted effort to cultivate rice took place.
The central government officially designated Mentawai as an ‘isolated people’
(masyarakat terasing). The Department of Social Affairs was in charge of the national
programme of ‘civilisation and development’.41 The main aim of the project was to
integrate Mentawai into mainstream social and cultural life. The West Sumatran gov-
ernment, consisting mostly of Minangkabau officers, was the primary executor and
face of the project. Rice cultivation became an indicator of the level of development
and reflection of local administrative performance. An officer stated that rice cultiva-
tion was ‘the perfect way to fight complacence and laziness of the people’ and obliged
Mentawai families to cultivate a minimum of seven kilograms of rice seeds in a paddy
field.42 Each resettlement hamlet or village was forced to cultivate collective sawah in
swampy areas along riverbanks, slightly separated from the forest gardens. A regular
patrol was organised and police officers were brought in to monitor the progress. Any
dissidents were publicly embarrassed and punished by asking them to weed grass or
cut their hair, and by lecturing and patronising them on how to be good citizens.
During the three decades of the resettlement project involving 22 hamlets (which
started in 1972 and ended in 1997), 13 collective sawah were established in Siberut
Selatan.

A regular pattern emerged: rice was planted only once or twice in the early years
of the project. Tools and seeds were initially subsidised, making cultivation attractive.

40 Persoon, ‘Defining wildness and wilderness’, pp. 445–50. See also Stefano Coronese, Kebudayaan
suku Mentawai (Jakarta: Grafidian Jaya, 1986); Christian Hammons, ‘Sakaliou: Reciprocity, mimesis
and the cultural economy of tradition’ (PhD diss., University of Southern California, 2010).
41 Department of Social Affairs, ‘Laporan Hasil Pendataan Proyek PKMT Lokasi Sarausau, Kecamatan
Siberut Selatan, Kabupaten Padang Pariaman, Propinsi Sumatra Barat’ [Inventory Report of PKMT pro-
ject in Sarausau, Siberut Selatan subdistrict, Kabupaten Padang Pariaman, West Sumatra Province]
(Jakarta: Departemen Sosial, 1994); Department of Social Affairs, ‘Data dan informasi pembinaan
masyarakat terasing’ [Data and information on welfare of isolated people] (Jakarta: Departemen
Sosial, 1998); Persoon, ‘Isolated groups or indigenous peoples’, pp. 290–91.
42 Gerard Persoon, ‘Views of participating outsiders: Two civil servants leaving the Island of Siberut
(Mentawai Archipelago, Indonesia), in The Leiden tradition in structural anthropology: Essays in honour
of P.E. de Josselin de Jong, ed. Rob de Ridder and Jan A. Karremans (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1987), pp. 140–60.
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Soon, the rice had to compete with the quick regrowth of sago and the nutrients in the
swamp were depleted while weeds and grasses became uncontrollable. Pests, mainly
mice, rats, and birds, ferociously consumed the grain before harvest time. After a
few harvests, rice cultivation lost its appeal. When the government officers took a
more relaxed attitude, rice fields were completely abandoned. Almost all paddy fields
created during the resettlement projects reverted to swamps and sago gardens.

While the story of rice cultivation is generally one of a failure taking place over
decades, the idea of encouraging Mentawai to produce rice has never gone away. In
2014, the central government introduced a programme in the region called
‘Thousand-hectare paddy fields in the frontiers’. Under the current regime’s
‘Developing from Marginal’ agenda, the Ministry of Agriculture established the fron-
tier area as a site of territorial sovereignty, as well as a source of new food produc-
tion.43 More than 400 hectares of swampy forest and sago gardens in Siberut
Selatan and 1,100 hectares across the entire island have been cleared and converted
into sawah.44 A number of people participated in the project and opened sawah at
the expense of sago gardens and swampy forest. Yet, when the subsidy from the pro-
ject stopped after one or two seasons, people simply abandoned their sawah.

There are many reasons why rice cultivation was bound to fail. Ecologically, rice
suffers in competition with weeds and grasses. Heavy rainfall and a humid climate
make wild plants overgrow. Rice is also highly susceptible to diseases and pests,
and easily destroyed by birds, rats, mice, and wild pigs. There are storage problems
in humid climates, especially when storing seeds for the following year.45

Furthermore, abundant and sustainable rice cultivation in irrigated areas requires a
certain level of cooperative organisation or labour exchange.46 The collective labour
exchanges and hierarchical social structure required for rice cultivation are alien to
Mentawai.

There is also another reason why rice cultivation has been a failure in Mentawai.
From the outset, planting rice was a foreign idea, introduced by external actors, and
placing Mentawai as unequal subjects. It decisively pushed them into the role of bene-
ficiaries of the modernisation project and created a hierarchal relationship with out-
siders. Missionaries, Dutch officials, and especially Minangkabau officers, held
authority over what Mentawai had to do. Mentawai had little say in terms of when,
where, or how to establish cultivation sites. Their participation in rice production
was always under immense pressure from outsiders. The hierarchy of social relations
involved in rice cultivation has contributed to a sense of self-decentralisation among
Mentawai. Symbolically, rice represents the power imbalance between Mentawai and
non-Mentawai entities and acts as a marker between two lifestyles perceived as

43 Rus Saleleubaja, ‘Seribu hektar sawah siap diciptakan’ [A thousand-hectare sawah is ready to be cre-
ated], Puailiggoubat, 15–31 Mar. 2014, p. 7.
44 Bambang Sagurung, ‘Proyek sawah gagal panen’ [Sawah project fails again], Puailiggouba, 15–31
Mar. 2016, p. 13; Ocha Mariadi, Bambang Sagurung and H.B. Samonganwot, ‘Bersawah dahulu gagal
kemudian’ [Making paddy fields, creating failure], mentawaikita.com, 6 Sept. 2018 (accessed 19 Nov.
2019).
45 Persoon, ‘From sago to rice’, pp. 195–6.
46 Michael R. Dove, ‘Theories of swidden agriculture and the political economy of ignorance’,
Agroforestry System 1, 2 (1983): 85–99; Boomgaard, ‘In the shadow of rice’, p. 601.
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radically different by both Mentawai and sareu.47 The introduction of rice is seen as a
way for sareu to impose their power at the expense of Mentawai autonomy.

Lure of sweet rice
Although Mentawai are reluctant to cultivate sufficient amounts of rice, they

enjoy rice-based meals. The general perception is that certain properties of rice are
better than native staples. Firstly, rice is a ‘clean’ food. It is usually bought as a
ready-to-cook item. People do not have to work in the dirt before cooking it, nor
does the cooking method dirty their hands, unlike sago. Rice is steamed in a pot
and not charred directly on a fire like sago, a process which produces soot that black-
ens the cook’s hands.48 Rice is white and easy to wash. Rice’s materiality is seen as
better than sago and taro: puffier and softer. In term of flavour, rice is considered
tastier and sweeter (mananam) than native staples. It can be consumed as a proper
meal on its own without any ‘extras’ or relish, unlike sago or taro, which are usually
accompanied with vegetable or meat dishes (fig. 4). The younger generation in par-
ticular consumes rice without any additional condiments (fig. 5). There is also a prac-
tical reason: it is easier to prepare a rice-based meal than one based on sago or taro.
The bamboo tubes need to be cleaned, the taro tubers need to be cleansed of mud,
peeled and boiled or baked, and sago flour has to be extracted laboriously from

Figure 4. A Mentawai elder enjoys a sweet rice meal without any additional relish or
condiments. (Photograph by Theo Samekmek)

47 In a popular myth, the ancestors of Mentawai and sareu were siblings. However, the Mentawai’s
ancestors continued to garden and tend pigs while the sareu ancestors moved out from the forest, learnt
how to read and make bombs and steel. The contrasting lifestyles and the different perceptions of nature
between Mentawai and Minangkabau is described in Persoon, ‘Defining wildness and wilderness’.
48 Maskota Delfi, ‘White rice or black sago?’, Inside Indonesia 106 (2011); www. https://www.insidein-
donesia.org/white-rice-or-black-sago-3.
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sago stems and then roasted over a fire even before cooking. Processed white rice, by
contrast, is cooked in a pot in just a few minutes.

The materiality of rice (white, softer, sweeter, reduced preparation time) conveys
a sense of cleanliness, purity, efficiency, and sweetness associated with modernity and
advancement. Mentawai do not explicitly associate the whiteness of rice with the col-
our of the spirits in the same way as other Southeast Asian societies do,49 but they
clearly share in the national and global trend to equate rice-based meals with all
that is up-to-date, modern, successful, and desirable.50 These attributes of rice are
the exact opposite of the ‘backward’, inferior, and dark sago.51

The decades-long campaigns presenting rice as the food of modern people have
clearly had a significant impact. Mentawai have come to view themselves mostly in
negative terms (backward, undeveloped, primitive, pagan),52 while the Minangkabau,

Figure 5. A typical family lunch in Muntei village. Note that children prefer to have
plain rice without any condiments while elders enjoy sago and taro with steamed
fish. (Photograph by Author)

49 Barker and Janowski, ‘Why cultivate?’, p. 9; William Cummings, Making blood white: Historical
transformations in early modern Makassar (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2002).
50 Sydney Mintz, Sweetness and power: The place of sugar in modern history (New York:
Viking-Penguin, 1985); Roger Knight, ‘A house of honey: White sugar, brown sugar, and the taste of
modernity in colonial and postcolonial Indonesia’, Food and Foodways 17, 4 (2009): 197–214.
51 Delfi, ‘White rice or black sago?’.
52 Eindhoven, ‘New colonizer?’, p. 72.
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the representatives of modern Indonesia, are seen as culturally superior in all aspects.53

Rice is the Minangkabau main staple and the symbol of their power and authority.
Mentawai have come to understand that rice is not only eaten by Minangkabau people.
They have observed that most of the sareu on television or in school textbooks, whether
in migrant villages or mainland cities, consume rice. They have also learned that sago-
and tuber-eaters are mostly humble people living on remote islands in Eastern
Indonesia, or in the hinterland of Borneo, who, like Mentawai, are often portrayed
by the government as being backward and primitive. Mentawai have internalised
ideas and perceptions that their identity and food are inferior to those of white rice
eaters. They have come to see rice as a prestigious food and a symbol of development
and advancement.

Consequently, rice-based meals have become rare but prestigious events for
Mentawai households. Typically, families eat rice when they have a decent amount
of cash available (mabulagat). Mabulagat happens when a family, for example, starts
a business outside of traditional activities, perhaps as part of a governmental project
or other wage labour related to external agencies. Mabulagat may also indicate that a
person has recently sold a significant quantity of cacao beans or cloves, or hosted a
prominent guest from outside the island. Rice meals are also served when government
officers, tourists, students, or anthropologists visit their village and stay overnight in a
Mentawai house. In such cases, guests are usually hosted by village heads or elites. At
some point, they will serve meals that include rice to demonstrate their hospitality and
confirm their position and status. These occasions are also an opportunity for a
Mentawai to show that he and his family are equal to the guest. For commoners,
guests are normally expected to bring rice and other imported foods such as sugar,
canned meat, or instant noodles. Hosting a rice-based meal thus illustrates the net-
work that ordinary Mentawai have created with relevant non-Mentawai persons
from the mainland.

Other occasions when people tend to enjoy rice-based meals are festive days at
the end of the year. Around Christmas and the New Year, people spend their savings
or sell their clove trees to obtain rice and imported beverages, such as syrup, beer, or
canned milk, as well as snacks (such as cookies, biscuits, bread). These festivities are
special occasions for Mentawai to celebrate their modern religion (Christianity) and
events such as the New Year, although these have only been introduced in the last few
decades. Finally, a rice-based meal is served when the government delivers Beras
Orang Miskin (RASKIN, ‘Rice for Poor People’) (fig. 6). RASKIN is a national pro-
gramme to provide subsidised rice for the poor and vulnerable to prevent food inse-
curity.54 The programme reinforces the idea that Mentawai are in a state of food
insecurity and overlooks the abundance of tubers and sago that they grow. Over
the years, the quality of RASKIN has not been particularly good; however, the amount
provided can feed a family for a few months as it is provided at a significantly

53 Persoon, ‘Defining wildness and wilderness’, p. 447.
54 Mohammad Sidiki, ‘Indonesia’s rice policy in view of trade liberalization’, paper presented at FAO
Rice Conference, Rome, 12–13 Feb. 2005; Milda Irhamni, and Chaikal Nuryakin, ‘The rice sector in West
Java’, in Trade and poverty reduction in the Asia-Pacific region, ed. Andrew L. Stoler, Jim Redden and Lee
Anne Jackson (Cambridge: WTO; Cambridge University Press, 2009).
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subsidised rate. Despite complaining about the quality of the rice,55 Mentawai are
keen recipients of the handouts from this programme and, indeed, would be furious
if they were not on the RASKIN list.

The rarity of rice-based meals for Mentawai signifies social difference and
inequality. This is not an everyday luxury and thus its presence connotes the arrival
of a significant event. Rice-based meals show that Mentawai have obtained recogni-
tion and attained the status of being modern in the eyes of outsiders. This is reflected
in the way that rice-based meals are organised.56 While meals with sago and tubers are
eaten in the kitchen area, rice-based meals are moved to the open space of the veranda
so that passers-by can observe the family meal. Rice-based meals thus display the
social difference and status of the eaters. In a way, consuming rice generates a
sense of autonomy and creates a positive construction of self. By having rice-based

Figure 6. Distributing RASKIN (Beras Untuk Orang Miskin, Rice for Poor People) in
Muntei. The rice is provided by Bulog (Badan Umum Logistik, Indonesian Logistics
Bureau). (Photograph by Author)

55 The most reliable portal for Mentawai news, www.mentawaikita.com, regularly posts critical reports
on the low quality of RASKIN. Hendrikus Samonganwot, ‘Raskin Siberut Selatan tak layak dikonsumsi
[RASKIN in South Siberut is not a proper food]; https://www.mentawaikita.com/baca/1133/raskin-
siberut-selatan-tak-layak-konsumsi, 7 Nov. 2017 (accessed 18 Dec. 2019). Another report by
Samonganwot presents a haunting story of people from Bekkeiluk hamlet, Muntei, rinsing the dirty
and stinky rice three times with cheap washing soap before cooking and consuming it. Hendrikus
Samonganwot, ‘Warga mencuci RASKIN dengan sabun’ [People washed bad RASKIN with washing
soap], https://mentawaikita.com/baca/1139/kualitas-buruk-warga-mencuci-raskin-dengan-sabun, 8
Nov. 2017 (accessed on 18 Dec. 2019).
56 Delfi, ‘White rice or black sago?’.
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meals, most Mentawai feel that they are able to be modern like other people on the
mainland. Consuming rice also shows that Mentawai can be independent subjects
who can produce enough cash crops, be involved in non-farm activities, and partici-
pate in market exchange. Rice-based meals give a person social prestige and status.

The consumption of rice also complicates local ideas of prosperity. Traditionally,
Mentawai use the terms prosperous (makayo) and poor (magebak) to refer to their
socioeconomic status. A household and uma with a vast area of ancestral land, several
sago gardens, dozens of fruit trees in various forest gardens, pigs, and big longhouses
are considered makayo. When I paid a short visit to Muntei village in early 2019, I
found that families who were well-known for their pig husbandry skills and who
owned an abundance of sago palms and a decent house, referred to themselves as
‘magebak’. This came as a surprise as, traditionally, the family would have been
referred to as rich and prosperous. The head of the family told me:

We are poor. We eat only sago. We are Mentawai siburuk (old Mentawai). The rich peo-
ple are working in the village office, school, and local hospital. They are Mentawai sibau
(new Mentawai). They do not go to the forest and dirty their hands. But they have regu-
lar earnings and eat rice regularly. They do not eat cheap and bad rice [that is, RASKIN]
from the government. Only the poor like us eat poor rice.57

The quote above illustrates how Mentawai define modernity through rice consump-
tion. Their word sibau conveys the English term ‘modern’. Literally meaning ‘a new
thing’, sibau refers to activities or subjects that differ from subjects and activities in the
past. For instance, travelling by speedboat is modern, while walking is not. Working in
the city as a wage labourer or being a civil servant is modern, while going to the forest
to extract forest products for money is not. Eating rice regularly is a sibau habit, while
consuming sago is not. The term ‘sibau’ also carries a connotation of betterment. For
instance, earning a regular salary, eating rice frequently, and having a house with brick
walls, a tin roof, and ceramic floor tiles is better than relying on the sale of cash crops,
eating bananas, or living in wooden houses.

‘Sibau’ also refers to subjects who do not carry out traditional activities. Teachers,
nurses, or other government workers, who have limited time to tend to gardens and
forests, are Mentawai sibau. They handle computers, paperwork, or modern medicine
in an office and more importantly, have a regular income. This allows them to con-
sume rice regularly. They are considered successful persons with social prestige.
Teachers or village officers are now seen as prosperous persons (simakayo). The
label ‘makayo’ is attributed to those who are regular rice eaters even though they
do not necessarily own pigs, sago gardens, or fruit trees.58 They are seen as equal

57 Since 2004, Siberut has been a priority area for this programme. Over a 15-year period (2004–19),
more than 32.7 million kg of rice were transported and distributed to 21,000 households. Most Mentawai
in South Siberut are recipients of the programme, justifying their claim of being ‘poor’ people. Hendrikus
B. Samonganwot, ‘5.154 Karung Beras Sejahtera siap didistribusikan untuk 794 Warga Siberut Selatan’
[5,154 sacks of Poor-People’s Rice ready to be distributed], mentawai.kita.com, https://mentawaikita.
com/baca/2375/5-154-karung-beras-sejahtera-siap-didistribusikan-untuk-794-warga-siberut-selatan, 21
Nov. 2018 (accessed 12 Nov. 2019).
58 Erwin, ‘Model pemberdayaan masyarakat Mentawai melalui penguatan kelembagaan lokal di Pulau
Siberut’ [Model for Mentawai community empowerment through strengthening local institution in
Siberut island], Sosio Konsepsia 4, 2 (2015): 1–14.
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to Minangkabau and other Indonesian citizens who have regular earnings and eat rice
every day.

The ability to eat rice regularly is also a sign of maju (progress/advancement), an
Indonesian word that equates to the terms ‘modern’ and sibau. Government officials
and migrants in particular view Mentawai who consume rice regularly as modern.
Mentawai themselves rarely use the Indonesian term modern or maju when they
refer to Mentawai ‘sibau’ or when they consume rice. Nonetheless, rice consumption
has become a sign of progress and modernity. Rice is considered a tasty, luxury com-
estible, reflecting the pleasures of modernity. Consuming rice is seen as a way of aug-
menting the status of being modern and prosperous. Rice-based meals are a display of
social difference and status of being rich and sibau and equal to modern sareu.
Consuming rice would certainly generate a positive construction of self and, as
such, it becomes a particularly potent source of agency and object of desire.

Rice and modern anxiety
While rice is sweeter and tastier than taro and sago, with properties that are con-

sidered better than sago or taro, it does not satisfy the body of Mentawai. They feel
that rice-based meals do not satiate their bellies for long. They report that their sto-
machs feel empty and their bodies feel hungry just a few hours after eating the tasty
grain. Rice is believed to not have enough quality to constitute a solid and strong body
for the eater. Unlike sago or taro, solid foods that are commonly roasted, water is
added to rice when cooking. The water means the rice is easily absorbed by the
body. According to Mentawai, it has more liquid (sua) than meat (tubu) and does
not constitute the body and blood. There is a widespread opinion that regular rice
eaters are weak and vulnerable to disease. Rice eaters are stereotyped as having big
bellies and soft bodies. In the words of Aman Reju, a man from Muntei village:

Rice has too much water. The grain does not constitute our body and blood. We eat it
but it goes to our body and comes out as pee. It tastes delicious but does not satiate our
stomach and soul. It just makes you fatter and fatter. Our bodies would be dry but soft
like the body of sareu if we continue to have these meals.

From a nutritional perspective, there is a convincing explanation as to why rice does
not satiate the Mentawai. Gerard Persoon makes an important point when he says
that any meaningful comparison between rice and sago must consider all the dietary
components of these foodstuffs.59 The decisive factor is not the quantity of nutrients
in the starchy food but the total dietary composition of the meal, including the quality
and quantity of complementary foods. Sago and tubers are commonly served with a
significant amount of fish, meat, or vegetables.60 In contrast, rice-based meals usually
lack these complementary dishes. While I agree with this explanation, I do believe that
the ambiguous taste of rice (delicious but not satisfying, sweet but not constituting
body and blood) is also culturally and socially linked to the way Mentawai conceive
their autonomy in the face of modernisation.

59 Persoon, ‘From rice to sago’, p. 193.
60 Ibid. See also the general argument about rice consumption in Boomgaard, ‘In the shadow of rice’,
p. 602.

‘R I C E AMB IGU I T Y ’ AND THE TA S T E O F MODERN I T Y ON S I B E RUT I S L AND , I NDONE S I A 83

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463423000188 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463423000188


The conflicting sensory manifestations of rice on the tongue and body reflect a
subtle response to this foreign substance. Taste exists between reality and desire
and is culturally formed by objective nutrition, symbolic ideas, and embodied
principles.61 The dialectic between the mouth’s acceptance and the body’s refusal of
rice might appear to be trivial, but I would argue that it exhibits a deeper awareness,
structured by memories, practical knowledge, and specific cultural settings. As I have
described earlier, the production and consumption of food cannot be reduced to the
fulfilment of physical needs. Food and related activities (cultivating, collecting, pro-
cessing, eating, sharing) are part of the whole process of constructing Mentawai bod-
ies and, by extension, their personhood and society. These are not merely the
mechanisms for and the results of production of material substances, although they
certainly include the latter.62 The notion of becoming a strong, autonomous person
and creating a society filled with such people motivates every Mentawai to produce
and eat sago, taro, or pigs. Perceptions of the sweetness and tastiness of rice capture
the lure of modernity, but its wetness and inability to satiate reveals people’s reluc-
tance towards that very object of desire. Even while accepting rice for its sweetness,
they do not want rice to replace taro in the constitution of their bodies.

This ambivalence towards rice illustrates the social process by which Mentawai
seek to join the modern ranks of others while also maintaining their social identity
and autonomy. On the one hand, rice-based meals are objects of longing. Rice serves
as a particularly potent source of agency and object of Mentawai desire. The sweet
taste of rice refracts the pleasure of modernity and the signs of progress. The majority
of Mentawai admit that they relish having regular rice-based meals and living accord-
ing to modern sareu ways. They have given up certain traditional practices, embraced
the cultivation of cash crops, and resigned themselves to being ensnared by the idea of
being equal to and recognised as a standard, rice-eating Indonesian citizen. They
aspire for their children to have better education, get modern jobs, and eat rice regu-
larly. Rather than keep their sago and gardens intact, they prefer to convert some of
their gardens into cacao or clove groves, so that they can obtain regular cash flows to
purchase rice.

On the other hand, as we have seen, Mentawai claim that rice is not good for
their bodies and cultivating the grain has pressured their agricultural system and
foodways. Mentawai are fundamentally sago, taro, and banana eaters. Their bodies
are constituted from both working hard in the gardens and the forest and the food
cultivated in these spaces. Both producing and consuming native staples create the
good physical quality of Mentawai bodies. Rice, by contrast, is strongly associated
with sareu, those who originate from and live on the mainland, working as traders
or in office jobs (teachers, nurses, priests). Village elders often complain that the
younger generation rely too much on government aid and devote all their energy

61 Isabel Turmo González, ‘The pathways of taste’, in Food preferences and taste, ed. Helen Macbeth
(Oxford: Berghahn, 1997), pp. 115–26; Pasi Falk, ‘Homo culinarius: Towards an historical anthropology
of taste’, Social Science Information 30, 4 (1991): 757–90. Pierre Bourdieu outlines a general argument
that taste is structurally shaped by cultural and social practices. Pierre Bourdieu, The logic of practice
(Cambridge: Polity, 1980).
62 Darmanto, ‘Good to produce, good to share: Food, hunger and social values in a contemporary
Mentawaian community, Indonesia’ (PhD diss., Leiden University, 2020).
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to cash crops, with the result that many have abandoned their pig-oriented culture,
communal rituals or neglected their opulent sago. They worry that their school-aged
children will not touch meals of sago and exclusively consume rice in the future.
Producing rice also does not generate the same value of autonomy as producing
taro and sago. They fear that this will eventually erode the core of the Mentawai cul-
ture that revolves around sago, taro, and forest gardening. The expansion of paddy
fields would replace their healthy sago stands and lead to the mass conversion of
taro ponds. They would lose a sense of being Mentawai as genuine Mentawai bodies,
personhood, and society are produced and reproduced through the cultivation of ‘for-
est food and activities’.63 Thus the Mentawai perceived the establishment of sawah as
an erosion of their autonomy and the abandonment of rice cultivation as an effort
reassert it.

Both rice and ‘sawah’ are potent symbols of sareu, the modern but uninvited
guests who impose themselves on Mentawaian territory, where sago and taro belong.
In the minds of Mentawai, rice is equivalent to the power of sareu who brought it to
the island and who have politically and economically dominated them. Many of
my interlocutors believe that converting all their sago gardens into paddy fields
would be tantamount to surrendering their identity and autonomy, and hasten the
adoption of the sareu way of life. Abandoning their traditional staples to fully partici-
pate in the cash economy, where they are dependent on imported foods for susten-
ance, may entail more than a shift from root and tuber gardens to rice cultivation
and, indeed, may require a switch from economic self-reliance to economic depend-
ency. Nonetheless, Mentawai acknowledge that no matter how much rice they plant
and eat, no matter how they desire the Minangkabau way of life,64 their bodies and
minds will never be the same as those of sareu.

This ambivalence towards rice echoes their general perception of modernisation
projects. A century of development agendas has left the impression that the promises
of progress and advancement are illusory and short-lived. They have experienced how
paddy field production is not sustainable, lasting only one or two years (figs. 7 and 8).
After decades of willingness to follow various modernisation projects, surrendering
their land for resettlement and their forests to a logging company, Mentawai are dis-
appointed by the lack of progress, and the promises of compensation and wealth dis-
tribution that rarely materialised and disappeared just as quickly.65 Almost without
exception, their hopes for a better life through participation in these modernisation
projects have gone unfulfilled.

The conflicting emotions, speculations, and interpretations that coalesce around
the sweet and yet unsatisfying rice reveal the desires, destinies, and dilemmas of
Mentawai facing alien but nonetheless coveted substances and ideas. Their participa-
tion in rice cultivation and consumption must be viewed in the context of their exist-
ing and long-standing relations with modernisation projects in which these habits
were formed and which, in turn, have been formative. Mentawai have become
oriented outwards, towards the authority of external powers. They are longing to

63 Darmanto, ‘Good to produce’, pp. 268–72; Baker, ‘Tiele’, appendix.
64 Persoon, ‘Defining wildness and wilderness’, p. 442.
65 Darmanto and Setyowati, Berebut hutan Siberut, pp. 388–416; Eindhoven, ‘New colonizer’. p. 78.
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be modern subjects. Yet, there is an ongoing process to negotiate the imposition of
any external ideas and subjectivity. The reluctance to cultivate and eat rice is therefore
a political act one that reaffirms, transforms, and realigns relations between Mentawai,
the sareu, and the modernisation projects that they participate in.

Conclusion
This article has described and analysed the ambiguous attitudes of Mentawai

towards rice. They love to consume it but are reluctant to produce it. The materiality
of food (white/black, sweet/bland) identifies the grain as desirable, modern, and lux-
urious. The properties of rice and its preparation signal social prestige and define
social status. Rice-based meals are social acts, which enchant others and construct
social identity and differentiation. Yet, rice is also a dangerous substance that can
erode their autonomy. People do not accept introduced substances into their food-
ways arbitrarily, but only in structured, historically situated contexts.66 Tasting and
sensing rice is simultaneously an active process and a reflective act. The ambiguous
valuation of rice communicates the ethical and existential quandaries faced by

Figure 7. Aman fromMadobag village shows his failed rice crop. The grain could not
compete with the more vigorous grass and weeds. Photograph by Rus Saleleubaja,
‘Petani gagal panen’ (Rice growers do not get yields), Pualiggoubat, 5–31 June 2017.
(Courtesy Puailiggoubat)

66 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a theory of practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977).

86 DARMANTO

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463423000188 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463423000188


Mentawai as they attempt to become modern subjects, who regularly consume mod-
ern comestibles at the risk of losing their cultural identity and autonomy, and who live
in precariously asymmetrical relations of subordination and domination with external
agencies. Sweeter but wetter, tastier but more destabilising, rice not only reveals sen-
sory and physical engagement with a foreign substance, but also the embodiment of
cultural desires and dilemmas. The enjoyment of eating rice and the reluctance to
produce it reflect the ways that food is manipulated by Mentawai to change the social
construction of their ‘backwardness’ and enact their version of modernity while main-
taining their position as the agents of this transformation.

Rice ambivalence among Mentawai shows that food is a transformative agent, the
most tangible, fundamental medium for both maintaining social practices and
producing transformations through human activities. Their preference for eating or cul-
tivating rice is guided by more than caloric efficiency and energetic practicalities,
as Marvin Harris argues.67 Clearly, Mentawai consider economic factors, such as costs,
inputs, and outputs, and production constraints in their preference for cultivating cash
crops and buying rice.However, this article asserts that food is not only good to eat. It sup-
ports the symbolic view that food is an apt metaphor for how people think about them-
selves and select cognitive categories (modern/primitive, backward/progressive). In
other words, ‘rice ambivalence’ is also ‘good to think with’.68 Yet, food is not a merely

Figure 8. Dying rice seedlings in a rice bed, abandoned after moderate yields in the
first attempt in the hamlet of Puro. (Photograph by Author)

67 Harris, Good to eat, pp. 7–8.
68 Claude Lévi-Strauss, ‘The culinary triangle’, Partisan Review 33, 4 (1966): 586–95.
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passive substance or an abstract category that informs a present code of meaning, as a
structural anthropologist might say. It is a comestible that embodies ‘a set of at least
implied meaning of modernity’.69 It is also an active substance, constituting and trans-
forming the very notion of being modern.

This article suggests that food is neither merely a metaphor for human thinking,
nor a material needs-fulfilling biological necessity, but an embodiment of ideas and
values that generate and motivate social actors to undertake particular activities.
Hence, the role of food in a society should not be studied through static structuralist
analysis or the determinism of cultural materialism, but rather examined as a creative
and dynamic substance that mediates human actions and social values.70 Food is
widely deployed by societies to make sense of the world they are living in and to
enact change. Manipulating food is, then, a tangible and common way to generate
such transformation. By understanding the dynamic and transformative qualities of
food, we can learn how people mediate their actions upon the world, both materially
and symbolically, and reproduce and transform their social practices and values.

69 Claude Lévi-Strauss, The raw and the cooked: Introduction to a science of mythology (London:
Jonathan Cape, 1970), pp. 204–20.
70 Munn, ‘The fame of Gawa’, p. 51; Fajans, ‘The transformative value of food’, pp. 143–6; Anita von
Poser, ‘Foodways and empathy: Relatedness in a Ramu River society, Papua New Guinea (New York:
Berghahn, 2013); Janet Carsten, ‘The substance of kinship and the heat of the hearth: Feeding, person-
hood and relatedness among Malays of Pulau Langkawi’, American Ethnologist 22, 2 (1995): 223–41;
Sophie Chao, ‘Eating and being eaten: The meaning of hunger among Marind’, Medical Anthropology:
Cross Cultural Studies in Health and Illness 40, 7 (2021): 682–97.
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