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Abstract
Th is article explores the model of  indigenous village governance as  an approach 

to determine locality value adopted. Th is approach was chosen in order to criticize the 
concept of governance which has so far neglected the value of locality that exists in soci-
ety. Th is research uses the qualitative method while analyzing the individual and social 
relationships of people living in Tanah Toa, Indonesia. Th e research focus is on indig-
enous governance actors, processes, and regulations. Th e result shows that Tanah Toa 
runs the governance with locality value based on three aspects. Th e fi rst consists of civil 
society groups while neglecting partners such as market and state. Th e second focuses 
on determining whether service delivery to the community is more inclusive, isolated 
and not integrated with the modern government system. Th irdly, it  is self-regulatory, 
with the rule that runs in government initiated by the community.
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Introduction

Th is article discusses the current practice of indigenous governance in a de-
centralized village autonomy in Indonesia. We explore how relationships are de-
veloped between government actors using its processes and arrangements. Th e 
argument is to determine if decentralization has an impact on people living in ru-
ral areas. Our primary goal is to fi nd a model that can reconcile local values with 
modernity of government and which is oriented towards the service and welfare 
of indigenous people. Village autonomy through Law no. 6/2014 (village law) has 
led to a new mechanism for governance at  the rural level. Th is law became the 
legal protection for fi nancial assistance for villages, which, on an individual level, 
provides space for more autonomous governance of village administrations (Ant-
löv et al., 2016; Salim et al., 2017; Susan & Budirahayu, 2018). 

However, at  the same time, the autonomy triggered a  surge in  the emer-
gence of indigenous peoples. Th e demand for immediate recognition is one of the 
reasons for continuous movement along with the extended autonomy gained 
by the village. Th is is not only at the formal level, but an acknowledgment proved 
by  granting rural village rights, including the provision of  free spaces to  man-
age assets based on  customary rules or  adat (Djaha and Lake, 2018; Steenber-
gen, 2016; Tyson, 2011). Th is is as the antithesis of the situation controlled by the 
centralized government system. During this period, indigenous people tend to be 
tamed by the tight enforcement of political control (Benda-Beckmann and Benda-
Beckmann, 2010). Th e community’s rights are insuffi  cient. Th erefore it is rare for 
any kind of protest to come from these sets of people aside from demands which 
happen to be very sporadic in practice and initiated by the village government. 
Th is problem became more complicated aft er 1998; the wave of democratization 
infl uenced rural administration. Th e governance that emerged as a multi-stake-
holder was believed to have been able to negotiate many interests, including those 
of the indigenous people. However, the reverse was the case. Instead of creating 
a platform for negotiation, governance closes it, making it an element that should 
be considered in multi-stakeholder schemes.

Unfortunately, the phenomenon of adat government disparity in dealing 
with village decentralization has not attracted the attention of  scholars, with 
research limited to looking at aspects of local wisdom (Sukmawati et al., 2015; 
Syarif et al., 2016). Scholars are more focused on issues relating to local wisdom 
and today indigenous people are one of  the social communities with strong 
local wisdom. Th is conclusion comes from the analysis building which posi-
tioned local wisdom as a domain that became the distinction between indig-
enous people and others.

Meanwhile, other scholars have also explained rural cultural issues concern-
ing strengthening the existence of indigenous people by presenting local culture 
as  an identity faced with modernization (Kurniawan, 2017; Sastrawati, 2017). 
Th ese sets of people are scared that someday the local culture will go extinct, and 
this is one of the major concerns of researchers in this study. Th erefore, the ongo-
ing narrative is  the matter of how local culture can co-exist with the dynamics 
of modern society.
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Traditional knowledge of local wisdom is also a theme oft en used as the focus 
of research by scholars. Some researchers argue that indigenous people are those 
with suffi  cient traditional knowledge compared to the general population (Akifah 
& Mukrimin, 2012; Surtikanti et al., 2017). For this reason, traditional knowledge 
becomes an inherent feature of these sets of people, which in some not only char-
acterizes them but in their daily life, it becomes precious capital, especially in the 
utilization and processing of forests.

Th e last focus observed by many researchers on indigenous people is insti-
tutionalization. Th e central question that sets the stage for this issue is how in-
stitutional relationships take place in rural areas. Research in this camp includes 
that conducted by Hidayat, Febriyanto and Nadzir (2017), which focuses on the 
idea of the institutional strengthening of indigenous people. According to them, 
today’s context requires institutionalization because one of the problems that has 
been faced by these sets of people is institutional dualism which has the potential 
to spark confl icts.

In general, previous researchers have agreed that indigenous people are those 
with characteristics which are diff erent from the general public. Consequently, 
more studies have focused on their uniqueness but are still lacking in constructing 
a theoretical argument, thereby creating a gap owing to the limited scope of previ-
ous research. Furthermore, no further investigation has been carried out on the 
uniqueness of  rural people and its transformation into the governance system 
in  Indonesia. Th is is  the primary purpose of our research, as will be  explained 
in subsequent sections.

Materials and Methods 

Th is research was conducted in Ammatoa, Tanah Toa village in Bulukumba 
district, located approximately 200 km from the capital of South Sulawesi Province, 
Indonesia. Th is village was chosen because it is the only remaining indigenous vil-
lage in South Sulawesi Province. Certainly, the durability of an indigenous village 
in Indonesia is very interesting to study, particularly amid the onslaught of devel-
opment in third world countries. In addition to this, up until 2017, 133 indigenous 
villages had been established through regional legal products in Indonesia.

By using the descriptive qualitative method, data collection was conducted 
by observation and by interviewing community leaders in Ammatoa, with fi eld 
research carried out between March and September 2018. Among those in-
terviewed were the head of Tanah Toa village, the priest (imam) and several 
community leaders who live within the Ammatoa community, and 43 people 
of various social statuses were successfully interviewed with several key ques-
tions asked based on the research components method. Th e main question was 
to determine the system and model of Ammatoa indigenous governance, fol-
lowed by  questions on  the indigenous services that take place in  the village. 
Th e aim is to unravel various case studies of community service and their im-
plications for rural governance. Th e fi nal question was on factors that support 
and hinder the governance of services. Th is question helps to explain the chal-
lenges faced in serving the community, as well as the opportunities they pos-
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sess. In this study, two units of analysis were used, namely the individual and 
the event analysis units. Th e main unit of analysis in terms of research infor-
mants was in three parts: the fi rst was on the lowest, the second the intermedi-
ates, namely the village government apparatus, and lastly the top informants, 
such as indigenous community leaders, academics and historians. To maintain 
information competitiveness, the informants were chosen based on adequate 
political, cultural and historical knowledge of the cases studied, as well as emo-
tional and social closeness.

Furthermore, events, such as the results of village elections, government ser-
vices, networks of organizations, and a wide variety of events that occur in indig-
enous communities were examined. Th e data obtained from interviews and explo-
rations of literature were also studied through direct and fi eld observations. Th is 
is one way of connecting the relationship between information and the apparent 
socio-political reality by seeing, listening and feeling what is happening; where, 
when, who is involved; and how it takes place.

Indigenous village governance in Indonesia has yet to familiarize itself with 
the concept of indigenous village governance as a technique that focuses on so-
cial capital. Scholars trace the concept of social capital as linking the character 
of various local communities in implementing empowerment and development 
activities (Field, 2017). Th e argument built is the value of trust in society about 
social relations (Carroll, 2009), although it  must deal with a  pattern of  clien-
telism that is rooted in village communities (Haryanto, 2017). In the case of Su-
matra, for example, the indigenous village is more meaningful as a cross-link-
age of  religious leaders who coincidentally share the same profession (Asrin-
aldi, 2017, p. 57). Traditional authorities establish this relationship in the form 
of an unwritten law as a traditional institution that legalizes community faith, 
which is  then strengthened by  the legitimacy of  the local government in  the 
form of regulations. Th e three components are community faith, traditional au-
thority, and the legitimacy of the local government, which in turn sustains the 
Minangkabau community, West Sumatra. Asrinaldi (2017) affi  rms that the ties 
between professions rooted for decades do not simply stop at beliefs. Moreover, 
this association of professions as a bridge is believed to unite the community, 
including political attitudes. Asrinaldi’s credibility is based on reading the value 
of locality as a more straightforward discipline of political attitudes while ignor-
ing the potential for confl ict in the community.

Likewise in some other areas such as in Yogyakarta, social capital is believed 
to be in the rural village (Humaeni, 2014). Th ese researchers see it as rooted in so-
ciety as a unity of belief that has grown and embedded for a long time. Further-
more, this belief will become a binding norm in a society that embodies the form 
of informal institutions and non-governmental organizations. In an informal in-
stitution, the only thing that makes people survive is trust. Th is relationship will 
last long enough to then create a social network for the community. In Yogyakarta, 
social capital is used to support development at the village level.

Meanwhile, in Papua social capital is a hallmark of the locality which in prac-
tice is  more widely used for networking by  local actors to  minimize confl ict 
amongst communities during elections (Pamungkas, 2017, p. 147). Unfortunately, 
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confl ict cannot be stopped by local governments, even when using state author-
ity. However, among the friction that occurs, there is a gap capable of minimizing 
confl ict which the people of Papua still believe comes from the customary land. 
However, community pluralism has become the entrance to social capital as an 
eff ort to reduce confl ict. Th e trick is  that people are gathered based on the cat-
egorization of adat. With customary background similarities, communities will 
be more easily assembled within a traditional institution. Moreover, the confl ict 
is then mitigated by utilizing key actors in each traditional indigenous institution 
to discipline the community.

In subsequent developments, social capital gained greater space in gover-
nance, especially when the concept opened up space for the involvement of many 
actors, including civil society. However, regarding the next question on “ways 
to unite the clashing interests of civil society”, social capital is used as a repre-
sentation of a plural civil society. In short, social capital and indigenous villages 
have far-reaching gaps in talks about the similarities of characters used as social 
binders which are then capitalized on to create a new system. Indigenous village 
refers to the similarity of values embedded for a long time in society in specifi c 
social environments, thus, it  refers to  a  concept of  governance that internal-
izes the value of locality into the system. Th e basis of the analysis used in rural 
areas is the value of locality believed in an indigenous community which then 
becomes the norm of a governance system.

Findings
Distortion of Governance: Th e Single Power of Ammatoa
Th e Ammatoa is one of the indigenous communities that still exist in Indo-

nesia. It is located in Tanah Toa village, Bulukumba Regency in South Sulawesi 
province. Th is community consists of approximately 4000 people with a leader 
called Ammatoa. In carrying out their daily activities, this community always 
upholds the principle of Pasang Ri Kajang which is the life philosophy of soci-
ety (Akifah & Mukrimin, 2012, p. 117). Th is rule contains philosophical values 
that characterize a society living in modesty (kamase-mase). Th e kamase-mase 
practice is refl ected in the shape of a house made with similar models, size, and 
dressed in black. Th is belief was preserved for years to avoid any social jealousy 
between the people.

Tanah Toa village has a very exclusive system of government. Th e holder 
of supreme power is Ammatoa, who is believed to be the guardian of the uni-
verse and selected based on  descendants. Under that belief, all the ethical is-
sues relating to community aff airs in Tanah Toa are fully submitted to Amma-
toa. Meanwhile, to optimize the governance that takes place in this community, 
24 Galla are inaugurated, each in charge of some issues, including Head of Ka-
jang Sub-district.

Th eoretically, governance is considered one of the prescriptions which fi rmly 
believe in the involvement of many actors. Th e assumption that chaos may occur 
in the internal government owing to development and community empowerment 
occurs because of limited resources, while on other aspects considerable demands 



99

Nas J., Nurlinah, Haryanto. Indigenous Village Governance: Lessons from Indonesia

continue to be made to the government. Th erefore, the above issues should be im-
mediately acted upon by distributing it to another party or to a sole executive for 
development aff airs and community empowerment. Th is logic is believed to break 
down chaos for other parties’ involvement which begins to open, and can contrib-
ute to problem-solving. 

However, while maintaining a single authority, the role of the regulation re-
mains under the control of the government. Confl icts in Tanah Toa however are 
usually in line with the prescription beliefs off ered by critical thinking. In many 
cases, Ammatoa, as the highest indigenous leader, was shut down in order to in-
volve many actors. In  the fi eld, the development and service activities are only 
conducted independently, without involving many parties to  accommodate the 
private sector. Th e state is only present within certain limits in the fi eld of fulfi lling 
the administrative rights of indigenous people and some in the form of empower-
ment which is more for social assistance. 

In the fi eld, its presence was limited to complete the authority attached to Am-
matoa as the sole power holder in Tanah Toa. Th e role of the state will be pres-
ent in the community when the problems faced are genuinely beyond the means 
of completion, for instance in health. When its traditional ingredients can no lon-
ger cure the suff erer, then the country provides health services. Th is is  carried 
out by fi rst submitting a completed application with administrative fi les obtained 
by the state through its apparatus. During the study, a grandfather of over 50 years 
old suff ering from acute mag illness for months was identifi ed. Th e beliefs of most 
rural peoples is that such diseases must be cured locally through medication per-
formed by a dukun (indigenous medical practitioner). However, for three months, 
the patient did not heal but became worse. When it became critical, they employed 
the services of the state government.

Another example is with the market (private sector) as the third actor of gov-
ernance. In practice, the involvement of the private sector is limited and almost 
impossible, unlike the general public who depend solely on  the produce of  the 
market for their daily needs. Th e black cloth is preferred in dressing because bright 
colors are prohibited. Researchers and other visitors must wear black clothes. 
It turns out that the fabrics used are not imported or purchased from the market 
but are self-produced.

Meanwhile, for domestic aff airs, all materials and tools used to build houses 
are sourced from nature. Th e bases and walls use wood from the forest while the 
roofs are lontar (dried palm leaves). Th is is a manifestation of the belief that nature 
is their source of life, while maintaining the excitement of the value of locality re-
jected by modernity. Similarly, electricity as one of the most critical needs was re-
jected because it is considered a product of modernization capable of ruining lives.

Indigenous Governance Services of Ammatoa
Like the general public, indigenes of Ammatoa communities also obtain the 

same services in  terms of  health insurance and primary education, the diff er-
ence being the administrative requirements. Th e names listed in  the healthcare 
unit diff er from the identities used with the majority utilizing common names 
used in customary areas when submitting as benefi ciaries of health insurance aid, 
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and with diff ering ID cards. Th is issue is small but has a huge impact because the 
databases referring to recipients of healthcare from this community will be lim-
ited. However, healthcare workers tolerate the situation and also provide servic-
es. Almost all health care units face the same constraints, for instance in Kajang 
where two units also experienced similar inconsistencies when identifying people. 
In many places immunization services are always conducted in villages or ham-
lets, but in Ammatoa community it  is carried out in early childhood and door 
to door by health workers. Th is is because some parents are too lazy to take their 
children out of customary areas. 

Also, education services are treated diff erently in  regards to  people living 
in rural areas. In Bulukumba, there is a local regulation (Perda) that pays extraor-
dinary attention to the sustainability of education. Th is regulation is then realized 
by providing special academic services to the villages of Tanah Toa. One of these 
was the establishment of 351 Ammatoa Primary School (SD 351) located at the 
entrance to the community.

In contrast to schools in most places, SD 351 is clear in its keeping with the 
value of Ammatoa’s local customs. Students are generally prohibited from wear-
ing red and white uniforms as  in other schools. Th is is  in harmony with their 
belief of  not allowing the use of  striking colors for every community in  Tanah 
Toa. Instead, both students and teachers are expected to wear black, which is the 
hallmark of its customs.

Another aspect that diff erentiates is the type of lessons in SD 351. In addi-
tion to serving primary education with formal lessons, it also provides informal 
education. Schools provide informal classes for the Ammatoa indigenous people 
who have dropped out or have not been educated, with lessons geared more to-
wards strengthening skills. In the community, the dropout rate is quite high with 
a yearly number of 30 people of between 10 and 12 years (fourth to sixth grade). 
Th is data does not include those over 12 years old, whose numbers are also not 
small. Th is rate cannot be separated from the confl icts and activities of these rural 
communities because to them, caring for nature is more important than anything 
else. Th is activity is realized from the activities of agriculture and gardening in pri-
mary and secondary school. Th erefore, the majority of parents are more interested 
in agricultural products than having to send their children to school. Th us, there 
are times SD 351 loses dozens of  learners and in one instance it was closed for 
two weeks. Long holidays also lower the motivation to learn, with some returning 
to school while others drop out. 

Meanwhile, the schools do not have the power to prohibit learners from go-
ing on holiday. Many parents demanded their children be allowed to skip classes 
during the harvest period, but the school objected. Th is is linked to the increasing 
number of dropouts which has totaled about 200 learners with ages ranging from 
12 to 19 by the end of 2017.

Special treatment about the provision of indigenous governance services 
is also encountered on the given course content. As such, 351 students are 
required to  optimize the potential of  the customary forest. So  the material 
is taught more as the provision of skills. One of these is embroidering threads 
into cloth. Teaching and learning processes are also increasingly thick with 
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the nuances of custom by using the local language for communication. Its use 
facilitates the transfer of knowledge to  learners compared to  the Indonesian 
language. This is  because most of  the indigenous communities living in  the 
Ammatoa area are isolated from the broader environment which creates lim-
ited interaction patterns.

Th e above case does not include the school initiated by  one of  the teach-
ers of Islamic religious education in SD 351. According to this teacher, the basic 
knowledge of religion taught in the school has always clashed with the indigenous 
tradition of Ammatoa. For this set of people, religious learning has its rituals that 
must be passed on by cultural means. Th is is because according to adat belief, ac-
quiring its knowledge can lead to insanity. Oft en students are rejected by parents 
who still hold fi rm adat beliefs from acquiring Islamic education owing to the fear 
of being cursed. Th e series of adat is meant as a form of ritual performed custom-
arily in children who want to study religion such as the Koran, and even then they 
must pay attention to age.

Discussion

One way to establish a position in winning an indigenous village confl ict is to 
create its own rule of law or, by another term, self-regulation. With this, all inter-
ests can be translated through legal rules that can be widely applicable to an in-
digenous community. In the concept of governance, self-regulation is one of three 
other analyses that make this concept unrelentingly criticized (De Angelis, 2005). 
Criticism of governance is  the existence of  space that can create self-regulation 
in  the form of  rules which go  along with motives and encouragement for self-
interest or class. Even so, it is applicable to all, even if limited by the involvement 
of a few people.

In the context of the Ammatoa indigenous community, much of the current 
regulations continue to make it highly vulnerable to self-regulatory practice. Th is 
stems from cultural beliefs that all issues are based on adat rules. Although in the 
three rules are applied to the daily lives, the fi rst comes from God, which is be-
lieved to be a value that should not be violated by anyone – god-sourced rules such 
as the prohibition of lies and to put forward honesty. Th e next is sourced from the 
state, regulating the way of life of a society which is mainly on the provisions of the 
government. Finally, the last comes from adat, which is a rule believed to live and 
grow in social life.

Th e practice of  indigenous village governance in Tanah Toa village puts all 
the problems on adat, especially in disputes relating to customary forests. Th is can 
be seen from the legal framework believed by the people and comprising of three 
levels of law namely pokok bakbalak, tangnga bakbalak and cappa bakbalak which 
refl ect the level of crime committed by the perpetrator. Th e fi rst is a signifi cant 
off ence, for example, grabbing the land and cutting down trees in areas of cus-
toms. Sanctions are in the form of a fi ne of 12 million rupiah plus a roll of white 
cloth. Th e second punishes people for mediocre off ences. Th is violation consists 
of undermining indigenous women, or when men and women are dating in the 
adat area. Th e penalty is a fi ne of eight real (traditional currency) or eight mil-
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lion rupiahs in addition to a buff alo. Th e last level also known as cappa bakbalak, 
a mild violation for example, being rude in a customary area. Violators are subject 
to a penalty of 6 million rupiahs.

Th ese rules have been applied for generations where Ammatoa is a sacred per-
son guarding the rule. Th is is included in determining Galla or Ammatoa’s maid 
which is  also based on  customary law provisions, referring to  the genealogical 
lineage reinforced by very religious instructions. However, in practice, again this 
was all decided by Ammatoa as part of the self-regulation of customs and which 
decisions cannot be rejected, including when lift ing or lowering Galla. All deci-
sions at the will of Ammatoa, no one dares to refuse let alone questions it because 
dialectical space is  not allowed. Whenever questions arose, reasonable answers 
were provided by making customary rules as a  shield over every decision. Th is 
narrative further reinforces Ammatoa’s position as an indigenous leader by con-
tinuously reproducing the law as a part of self-regulation.

As self-regulation, it runs two functions at once which are a source and em-
bodiment of  the law itself. Th e position as a  source of  law is  run when society 
is faced with a case that requires a decision such as a land dispute. Even as per the 
village head’s confession, the community is more confi dent of Ammatoa’s decision 
than the state law or the police, and this is applicable to other disputes. Generally, 
in  Indonesia, theft  cases are handled by  the police with formal legal provision, 
however, the reverse is the case in this region.

For indigenous communities, incendiary events such as theft  should be re-
solved through customary rules. In the village of Tanah Toa, this way is known 
as attunu panroli and it  is a ceremony led by Ammatoa in an open fi eld in  the 
middle of the forest. All residents who live in the customs area must attend the 
ceremony which seeks justice and punishes through the holding of a hot iron that 
has been burning for hours. All the people in turn are invited to hold the hot iron 
while Ammatoa and all the indigenous people witness who are the perpetrators. 
Th e guilty feel the burning heat when they touch the iron whereas the innocent 
do not. Th is is just one of the self-regulatory portraits found in indigenous com-
munities through Ammatoa becoming a legal source that survives to this day. In-
terestingly, self-regulation which, according to common sense, is out of control, 
is one way that continues to be preserved as a source of customary law that has 
not shift ed from any other formal legal source. Th is set of people still uphold the 
source of the law that has been a tradition for many years.

 While the position as  the embodiment of  the law itself is a consequence 
of the customary rule, the determination of this fate according to beliefs is fi nal 
and can no longer be debated (Akifah & Mukrimin, 2012, p. 117). Th e position 
of Ammatoa as a traditional leader derived from heredity due to the will of cus-
tomary rules also makes it a form of customary law itself. However, subsequent 
rumors to the public from the self-regulation practice that took place about the 
motive of interest are implied by adat rules. Th is is because the separation of in-
terests is getting thinner and robust. Moreover, custom law products are only 
decided on a limited basis by Ammatoa and the Galla with the provisions that 
apply to the customary law. Generally, there is limited space, only the socializa-
tion of customary law.
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Conclusion

Th e results showed that the village of Tanah Toa run the governance with the 
value of locality, especially on three aspects. Firstly, indigenous government actors 
involved only in civil society groups while at the same time neglecting partners such 
as markets and countries. Secondly, the process in providing services to the commu-
nity is more exclusive, isolated and not integrated with modern governance systems. 
Th ird, the rule in the village is a regulation that comes from the community’s belief. 

Th is case can more broadly conclude that the sustainability of indigenous vil-
lage governance is a matter of the existence of customary law including all values 
of indigenous locality, which in some contexts characterizes the existence of in-
digenous people. In many places in Indonesia such as Tanah Toa, it is not merely 
a matter of  social identity. Moreover, indigenous law is  the driving force of  the 
governance system that takes place in indigenous people.
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