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3. Dullah Laut

Geography

The territory of Dullah Laut includes a group of islands that lie to the northwest 
of Dullah Island (see Map 1-2).1 The islands that comprise this territory include: 
Dullah Laut (Duroa); Moa; Adranan (Dranan); Rumadan Warwahan; Rumadan 
Warohoi; Sua; Baer; Ohoimas; and Watlora (Ruin) (Map 3-1). The main island 
of the territory, Dullah Laut, is the largest of the group with an area of 8.1 
km2. Except for Rumadan Warwahan, Baer, and Ohoimas Islands, each of which 
is about 1.35 km2 in area, each island is somewhat different in size. Rumadan 
Warohoi, at approximately 2.34 km2, is the second largest. Adranan is the 
smallest being less than one square kilometre in area. 

The geological conditions of these islands are similar to those generally found 
in the Kei Archipelago: low-lying limestone islands covered with a very thin 
layer of soil. This poses significant constraints in terms of access to a potable 
water supply. A small lake on Dullah Laut Island that could potentially provide 
a good supply of fresh water if it was on a non-limestone island has salt water 
permeating through the lime stone pores, and the height of water in the lake 
ebbs and flows with the tide. Dullah Laut Island is the only one of the nine 
islands that has limited fresh water available. The water has been primarily 
obtained from wells that are grouped into two sets, one set is used by the people 
of Ohoislam and the other by the people of Ohoisaran mainly for drinking 
purposes and washing. During the dry season, the waters of these wells become 
too salty to use forcing people to find fresh water elsewhere. They mostly obtain 
it from Dullah Island.

According to a survey conducted by a team from the University of Pattimura 
in Ambon, most of these islands are covered by fields with mixed annual crops, 
coconut plantations, and secondary forest woodland and shrubland. The densest 
mixed crops are found on Dullah Laut Island. In the early twentieth century, 
Rumadan Warwahan, Rumadan Warohoi, and Ohoimas Islands were cultivated 
intensively but these islands were abandoned during the Second World War 
and the islanders were forced to move to Dullah Laut Island for their safety, 
making it easier for the colonial government to exercise control. In the last two 
decades, there has been a gradual return to these islands and new fields have 
been planted. Coconut trees line the coastal areas of the islands. Apart from 
coconut plantations and new fields, the islands have a cover of secondary forest 
with woodland or scrubland. 

1 The actual number of islands in this territory is contested since a kin group in Rumadan village claims 
ownership over both Rumadan islands.
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Map 3-1: Dullah Laut territory.

Source: Author’s fieldwork.

The sea surrounding these islands is relatively flat and covers a wide fringing 
reef. Even though there is no lagoon, the reef makes it possible for people to use 
simple and relatively cheap fishing technologies very effectively. Despite the 
simplicity of the technologies used, the fishing bounty of the area enables the 
Dullah Laut fishermen to be one of a limited number of major fish suppliers to 
the fish market in Tual. The competition between grouper fishing companies to 
gain access to the Dullah Laut waters is further evidence that these areas have 
excellent fishing potential. 
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Settlement Layout

The village settlements are located on the eastern coastal tip of Dullah Laut 
Island. Before motorised boats, people used to travel to Tual—the capital city of 
the Southeastern Maluku Regency—by paddling to the village of Dullah Darat 
on Dullah Island, three or four kilometres to the east, and then traveling by land 
for another 14 kilometres to the south. Since outboard engines have become 
available, travel has become much faster and easier. For those with their own 
motorised boats, they can go directly to Tual and even to more distant villages. 
Those who do not have their own boat can use the public passenger boats that 
have been operating for the last 12 years. Two locally owned boats with 25 
horsepower outboard engines provide a regular service from the settlements 
to Tual and return each day. These public services usually depart from the 
settlements in the morning and reach Tual in around an hour. They return to 
the settlements around midday.2 

There are two settlements in Dullah Laut. One is called Ohoislam (Muslim 
settlement) and the other is called Ohoisaran (Christian settlement). As their 
names imply, the Muslim settlement is exclusively populated by Muslims and 
Catholics populate the Christian settlement. It is worthy to note that segregation 
on the basis of religious beliefs is common in Maluku and even in most of eastern 
Indonesia rural villages. 

Plate 3-1: Sea view of the Ohoislam settlement (2009).

Source: Author’s photograph.

2 When I went back to the village in December 2009, some outboard boats were being used to transport 
people from Dullah village to Dullah Laut every 15 minutes or so. As a result, the boat services from the village 
directly to Tual ceased. 
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Plate 3-2: The under construction stone dock in Ohoislam (1996).

Source: Author’s photograph.

Approaching the village from Dullah Darat or Tual, Ohoislam settlement comes 
in to view first (see Plate 3-1). Access to the settlement is relatively easy from 
any direction because the coast is protected from strong currents and waves. A 
prominent stone dock, which was under construction when I did my fieldwork 
and is located on the southeastern edge of the settlement, is notable for its 
socio-political relevance rather than the fact that it is the only dock on the 
island (see Plate 3-2). In particular, the dock was built by Mr A. Rahaded and 
his supporters who are considered to be in political opposition to the modern 
village head. The construction of the dock was one of the ways in which Mr A. 
Rahaded and his group expressed their rejection of the modern village head’s 
power (detailed further in Chapter Six). 

Before I describe the Muslim settlement further, let me briefly explain the social 
stratification of the Kei people (for detailed discussion see Chapter Four). This 
is important because this stratification is reflected in the housing pattern of the 
settlement and it also underlies political segregation in the village.  Individuals in 
Kei are divided into three social strata: these are the Mel or Mel-mel (the nobles); 
the Ren or Ren-ren (the commoners); and the Iri or Iri-iri (the former slaves).  
These three strata form distinctive groups and inter-marriage is forbidden. 
Traditionally, the iri were owned by the mel while the ren were considered ‘free 
people.’ In contemporary life, these forms of relations are contested and political 
alliances between different strata can occur and change over time depending on 
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the interests at stake and the context of the interaction. Being sensitive to the 
use of the term ‘slave,’ I will use the vernacular terms mel, ren, and iri for the 
rest of the book except in cases where the use of the terms ‘slave’ or ‘former 
slave’ are unavoidable.  

The socio-political segregation of the Muslim settlement is best described by 
a bird’s eye view of the settlement layout. With reference to Figure  3-1, the 
house on the beach marked ‘X’ is one of five on the block that faces a footpath 
that leads to the Islamic Elementary School at the back of the settlement. 
This footpath divides the settlement into two based on the social rank of its 
inhabitants. On the left hand side of the footpath is the block comprising solely 
of the iri family houses. On the right of the path are the houses belonging to 
mel families, except for three houses next to ‘X’ and three others at the back 
of the settlement. Secondly, the footpath demarcates the political followings in 
the settlement. Although Mr A. Rahaded’s house (5) and some of his supporters 
live on the right side of the path, most of his support base is on the left side of 
the path and this is where political activities of this group are held. Also on the 
left of the path, a small mosque (3) has been erected. On the right side of the 
path is where the communal activities of the village head and his supporters 
are held and only this political group uses the big mosque located on the right 
of the path. The Islamic Elementary and Junior High schools (1  and  2) and 
the Community Health Centre (4) are not segregated and both social ranks and 
political groups use these public facilities. 

About eight hundred metres to the east of the Muslim settlement, passing 
through the Muslim cemetery complex and coconut plantations, is the Christian 
settlement. Although it is approximately half the size of the Muslim settlement, 
the general layout of the Christian settlement has the same rectangular design 
but with a number of different characteristics. 

To look in detail at the Christian settlement, the church is the most suitable point 
of reference (see Figure 3-2 and Plate 3-2). The church is located in the centre at 
the back of the settlement. It shares the same block as three slave family houses 
and a noble house. Across a foot path at the back of this block is the Catholic 
Elementary School. The church faces a field which is used by the youth to play 
soccer and is more importantly known by the metre high tower in its far left hand 
side corner.3 This tower is the sign of the ‘centre’ (woma) of the settlement. In 
the Kei Islands, woma is a ‘proof of origin’ which means that the settlement has 
been authentically established by the island’s ancestors. When people question 
whether a settlement is a place of origin, meaning the location where the ancestors 
started their communal lives, they will simply look for its centre. Unless a centre 
is found, the settlement will be considered to be newly established.

3 On my return visit to the village in December 2009, I found that this field had become an agricultural plot 
where people planted cassava, corn (maize), and some vegetables (see Plate 3-2). 
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Figure 3-1: Ohoislam settlement layout.

Source: Author’s fieldwork.

Plate 3-3: The church and converted field in Ohoisaran (2009).

Source: Author’s photograph.
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Figure 3-2: Ohoisaran settlement layout.

Source: Author’s fieldwork.

In the Christian settlement, neither social rank nor political affiliation can be 
identified from the position of houses in a block. The mel and iri family houses 
are intermingled. Looking more closely, the mel houses surrounded by brick 
fences can be clearly distinguished from the wooden fenced houses of the iri 
families. According to some informants, differentiation on the basis of fence 
type was introduced in the early-1990s at a time of conflict between the mel and 
the iri involving the construction of the church. 

Demography

According to a census I conducted in December 1996, the total population of 
Dullah Laut was 1 231 persons, of which 904 (73 per cent) lived in the Muslim 
settlement and 327 (27 per cent) in the Christian settlement. In terms of gender, 
there were slightly more males (622) than females (609) totaling a ratio of 1.02. 
Looking at each of the settlements, I found that the male to female ratio was 0.98 at 
the Muslim settlement and 1.14 at the Christian settlement. These calculations 
were based on the fact that at Ohoislam and Ohoisaran the males numbered 
448 and 174 respectively, while the females numbered 456 and 153 respectively. 
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Calculating those who were born in Dullah Laut but who lived outside the 
village—ranging from the Kei Islands to as far as Jakarta—the gender ratio is 
higher than those who lived in the village. Of the 568 people who live outside 
Dullah Laut, 316  were males and 252  were females: a ratio of  1.25. Looking 
more closely at each settlement, comparatively more males moved away from the 
Muslim than from the Christian settlement. Of the 463 people who moved away 
from the Muslim settlement, 263 were males compared with only 53 males of the 
105 people who moved out of the Christian settlement. 

Table 3-1 shows the distribution of the population of Dullah Laut by age 
category. It is interesting to see that the distribution does not take the pyramid 
shape (see Figure 3-3) common in rural areas throughout Indonesia. In Dullah 
Laut, the elderly, represented by people of more than 60 years of age, was a 
larger group than that of middle ages categories (41-50 and 51-60 years old). 
This means that the life expectancy was quite higher. Nonetheless, we can see 
that the total productive age (13-60 years old) was higher than that of non-
productive ages (0-12 and >60) at 655 and 565 people respectively.   

Looking at each category, we can see that the largest proportion of the population 
falls into the category of 0–12 years old. This category constitutes 35 per cent 
of the population of which nearly half (17 per cent) are five years or under. The 
numbers of inhabitants decrease with increasing age, except for the category 
of more than 60 years old. The categories 13–30, 31–50 and over 50 years old 
comprise 25, 21 and 18 per cent of the population respectively. 

Table 3-1: Population of Dullah Laut, December 1996.

Age Ohoislam Ohoisaran Total

Male Female Male Female

0–12 155 173 57 47 432

13–30 123 114 38 27 302

31–40 60 59 20 21 160

41–50 36 34 18 14 102

51–60 28 28 18 17 91

> 60 39 44 23 27 133

No data 7 4 11

Total 448 456 174 153 1231

Source: Fieldwork census, December 1996.
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Figure 3-3: Age and gender distribution of Dullah Laut Village, 1996.

Source: Author’s fieldwork.

There were 142 households in the Muslim settlement, living in 132  separate 
houses. This meant that some households shared their home with other families. 
There were in fact, some houses occupied by more than two households. At 
the Christian settlement, there were only 59 households in 58 houses. Only one 
house occupied more than one additional household. 

In terms of occupations, the residents of Dullah Laut are mainly involved in 
farming and fishing. Almost all adults of both sexes do some farming activities. 
Thus, the question of occupation relates more to what they do other than 
farming. In that regard, fishing is the most popular occupation in the Muslim 
settlement with 113  people engaged in fishing activities. Assuming that the 
productive age is between 13–50 years old and considering that fishing is a male 
occupation, this means 88 per cent of the productive male population spends 
their working time at sea. In the Christian settlement, only 20 out of 78 males of 
productive age (26 per cent) earn cash from fishing. Furthermore, only a small 
portion of the population from both settlements work as civil servants, tailors, 
drivers, small-scale shopkeepers and teachers.

Kinship Groups

A fam is the most important kin group in Dullah Laut. As Geurtjens notes 
(quoted in Van Wouden 1968: 35), ‘fam is a male-centred kin group which 
recruits its members through affinity, blood relations, and “dependency”’. 
Affinity describes the situation in which once a marriage ceremony is held and 
the groom has paid the bridewealth (wilin), the bride becomes a member of the 
groom’s fam. Blood relations refers to the fact that children born in a marriage 
in which bridewealth has been paid will be counted as members of their father’s 
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fam. Dependency relates to rank. Those who are from the lowest (slave) rank 
will be considered members of the fam on whom they depend. Their spouses 
and children will be included as well.

There are many different fam residing in Dullah Laut. I identified 94 different 
fam names: 66  names in the Muslim settlement, and 28  in the Christian 
settlement. Both settlements share nine fam names. However, the 94 fam names 
do not represent the real number of fam in the village. Some are only the names 
of individuals and these cannot be considered the names of kin groups. Some 
others are the names of groups who have only come to Dullah Laut recently and 
are relatively small in number. Therefore, I would suggest that the ‘real’ fam, in 
terms of kin group organisation and their significance in shaping Dullah Laut as 
it is today, number only 12 (see Table 3-2 for the names of these fam). 

Table 3-2: The important fam and social stratification in Dullah Laut.

Fam Ohoislam Ohoisaran Total

Mel Iri Mel Iri

1 Rahaded 37 34 7 – 78

2 Yamko 33 17 9 34 93

3 Henan 13 7 8 40 68

4 Rahawarin 17 13 7 1 38

5 Raharusun 51 59 32 80 222

6 Nuhuyanan 111 109 1 – 221

7 Songyanan 8 – – – 8

8 Fadirubun 13 54 – – 67

9 Ngangun 11 15 – – 26

10 Rumadan 9 20 – – 29

11 Ohoimas 15 – – – 15

12 Mataraai 1 – 8 – 9

Total 319 328 72 155 874

Source: Fieldwork research, 1996.

The first seven names are the most important because they are considered to be 
the ‘origin’ (or original) fam. The other five have particular connection with the 
first seven or feature in the ‘history’ of Dullah Laut. 

The first six fam and Mataraai are found in both settlements. The rest live 
exclusively in the Muslim settlement. All of these fam, except Songyanan, 
Mataraai, and Ohoimas, consist of both mel and iri. Songyanan, Mataraai and 
Ohoimas are exclusively mel. According to Table 3-2, the two largest fam in 



3 . Dullah Laut 

49

terms of membership are Raharusun and Nuhuyanan. In terms of social rank, it 
can be seen that membership of the iri is larger than that of the mel and the iri 
outnumber by more than double the number of mel in the Christian settlement. 

A smaller kin group called riin exists in Dullah Laut. Literally, riin means room 
(of a house) and more specifically refers to a segment of a fam. Nevertheless, 
not every fam has riin. In fact, Nuhuyanan, Ohoimas, and Raharusun are the 
only fam that have riin. The riin of Nuhuyanan are Yahaw Warat, Vuur and Bal 
Ulab. The riin of Ohoi mas fam are Wahadat and Rasbal. The riin of Raharusun 
are Yayaan, Matwawan, and Watwarin. The riin of Nuhuyanan and Ohoimas 
fam are actually the names of brothers. The riin of the Raharusun are named 
after the relative age of three brothers: Yayaan is riin of the oldest; Matwawan 
of the middle; and Warwarin of the youngest. I was told that the segmentation 
of fam into riin usually occurred when brothers of a certain generation had an 
‘unusual’ or ‘remarkable’ characteristic. Bal Ulab, for example, was famous for 
his physical and spiritual strength. This was why the ruler of Danar asked him 
to be his ally and appointed him a ‘king’ by sending mas ayam vot (gold medal 
in the form of crescent). Although Bal Ulab did not take the appointment to 
become a king, he was very well respected not only in Dullah Laut but also in 
the whole of Kei. This ‘unusual’ characteristic set him apart from his brothers 
Yahaw Warat and Vuur and resulted in the segmentation of Nuhuyanan fam into 
the three riin. 

A riin as a distinct kin group is evident in Dullah Laut also. The Rahan Velav, a 
committee that makes certain decisions in the customary court, consists of riin 
Bal Ulab of Nuhuyanan fam, and Raharusun, Rahawarin, and Songyanan fam. 
This makes it clear that riin Bal Ulab of Nuhuyanan fam is considered to be a 
kin group on a parallel with Raharusun and Rahawarin fam. Another example 
is reflected in what is called the ‘five houses’ (rahan en lim) or the five keys 
(kunci lima). This group was created to promote cooperation between the five 
kin groups at the Christian settlement with obligations on all fam members to 
help each other on occasions of marriage, death, or other social occasions. As its 
name implies, this social group incorporates five kin groups: Raharusun Yayaan; 
Raharusun Matwawan; Raharusun Warwarin; Rahawarin; and Mataraai. Again, 
this indicates that Yayaan, Matwawan, and Warwarin as riin are considered to 
be kin groups in the same capacity as the Rahawarin and Mataraai fam. In the 
Muslim settlement, I once attended a gathering of Bal Ulab riin. The gathering 
was concerned with the expense of going on the pilgrimage to Mecca for an old 
member of the riin. This person, who was actually the leader of Nuhuyanan 
fam, started the meeting by recounting his problem. He had registered to go 
on the pilgrimage but unfortunately, did not have enough money to cover the 
cost. Another riin elder continued the speech by saying that this problem was 
not only a problem for the leader. It was a problem for the whole riin because 
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if he failed to cover the cost—which meant failing to go on the pilgrimage—the 
standing of their riin would be degraded. It was decided at the meeting that 
all those attending should collect a certain amount of money within three days 
since the money had to be deposited on the fourth day. This meeting clearly 
demonstrated how key the riin kinship system is in developing cooperation 
between its members. When it was said that going on the pilgrimage was linked 
to the standing of the riin, it was clear that there was a sense of identity within 
the riin.

Both fam and riin are organised similarly. In theory, both are led by a leader 
called yaman yaan. As implied by the name—yaman (my father) and yaan (my 
big brother)—the leader of a fam or riin is usually the oldest male. However, in 
practice I often saw a fam represented by more than one elder or by different 
people, suggesting that the position of a fam or riin leader is not fixed. In the 
absence of a more eligible leader, another elder might occupy this position. 
Furthermore, a fam or riin leader is a person to whom people go for advice in 
difficult times. He is the one who is supposed to settle disputes before they 
are brought to a customary court in the settlement or village level. A fam or 
riin leader also represents his fam in dealings with other fam or larger social 
groups. The latter can be seen when attending a customary court. Every leader 
of an origin fam and/or fam associated with the issue being discussed in the 
customary court is reserved one or more seats. Every fam or riin leader may say 
something in the discussion before the court.

In return, a fam or riin leader is theoretically, one who deserves respect and 
obedience from his fam members and even members of other fam. In practice 
however, it is not necessarily so. For example, I sometimes observed younger 
people who did not agree with the ideas of their fam leader expressing their 
disagreement by grumbling in a back room of the house of the modern village 
head where important meetings were held. 

Gender and seniority—in terms of both generation and age—is very important 
in the kinship organisation in Dullah Laut with the oldest males holding key 
positions. The position of fam leader which is usually held by the oldest man is 
an example of this. This position is also theoretically transferred to the oldest 
son. The practice of wealth inheritance is another example. Whenever parents 
die, the oldest son takes control of all the wealth of his family. It is in his power 
to determine whether the wealth will be distributed or not. 

Marriage Patterns

Geurtjens found that fam were exogamous with women exchanged between 
fam. He further noted that the exchange pattern is not symmetrical. This means 
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that two fam cannot exchange women directly, and that a fam which gives a 
woman (mang ohoi) to another fam (yan ur) will not receive a woman from them. 
There should be at least one other fam involved which provides a woman to the 
first. Barraud supports this finding. Using the term ‘house’ instead of fam, she 
suggests that the house is ‘usually exogamous’ (Barraud 1990b: 197). She notes 
that:

the yan ur house is the groom’s, while the mang oho[i] house is the 
bride’s…. From the former wives are taken, while daughters and sisters 
are married to men in the latter. A man is not permitted to marry a 
woman from a house into which his sister has married. Such system is 
known as asymmetrical marriage…. (ibid.). 

Geurtjens (quoted in Van Wouden 1968: 12) notes an exception to this pattern. 
He discovered that marriage between ‘less prominent members’ was somewhat 
different. While the practice amongst the nobles was matrilateral cross-cousin 
marriage (a man should marry his mother’s brother’s daughter), amongst the 
lower ranks a man married his father’s brother’s daughter. This results in fam 
endogamy. The existence of symmetrical exchange is also mentioned. He found 
that women were exchanged directly between two fam of the lower ranks (ibid.).

Interestingly, in Dullah Laut, marriage patterns are different again. There 
are indications that fam endogamy is relatively common among the mel. 
Of 214  marriages in the Muslim settlement, I found 39  (18  per cent) were 
endogamous. If we differentiate these cases by social rank, we can see that 
endogamy is more common among the mel than among the iri. There were 
25 endogamous marriages amongst 122 noble couples. This means that 20 per 
cent of marriages among the mel were endogamous. By contrast, for the iri only 
14 of 92 marriages were endogamous, only 15 per cent. The pattern is much 
the same if we take into account the 113 cases where one or both partners were 
deceased. There were 18  (16 per cent) endogamous marriages, most of which 
were among the mel. Of 69 deceased mel couples, 13 (19 per cent) marriages were 
endogamous compared with only five (11 per cent) among the 44 iri couples. 
Looking closely at the present couples, it emerged that Nuhuyanan was the 
fam in which endogamy was most common, with 18 (29 per cent) endogamous 
marriages among 63 Nuhuyanan couples. Furthermore, Nuhuyanan mel had 15 
(31 per cent) endogamous marriages out of a total of 49 Nuhuyanan mel couples. 
Among the deceased couples, the highest rate occurred in the Raharusun 
fam with four (33 per cent) cases of endogamy out of 12 Raharusun couples. 
Nuhuyanan was in second position with five (26 per cent) cases out of 19 couples. 

At the Christian settlement, the marriage pattern is similar to that of the Muslim 
settlement. Endogamous marriages occur with similar frequency. I noted that 
15 out of 64 (23 per cent) marriages were endogamous. Dividing the cases by 
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social rank, I discovered that three (14 per cent) out of 21 mel marriages were 
endogamous, while 12 (28 per cent) out of 43 iri marriages were endogamous. 
Among those who were deceased, I found more endogamous mel couples. Seven 
out of 27 mel marriages (26 per cent) were endogamous. In the iri, I found only 
five endogamous cases out of 41 marriages (12 per cent). These figures suggest 
that while endogamy has declined among the mel it has increased among the 
iri. Asked about the issue of endogamy, a mel informant whose marriage was 
endogamous told me that the church restricts marriage between close kin. He 
explained that this regulation had not been strictly applied until the last two 
decades. This may explain the reduction in endogamy among the mel but does 
not explain the pattern of increase among the iri.

The Muslim and the Christian settlement populations have different marriage 
patterns especially if we look at those who married outside their fam. In the 
Muslim settlement, many women are exchanged directly between two fam, while 
at the Christian settlement I did not see any cases which followed this pattern 
among either living or deceased couples. It is interesting that symmetrical 
exchange at the Muslim settlement is performed not only among the iri but also 
among the mel. We can see from Table 3-3 that of the seven origin mel fam, five 
are involved in symmetrical exchange. For example, we see that Nuhuyanan 
took 12 Raharusun women and in return Raharusun received seven women 
from Nuhuyanan. The Rahawarin mel who took three Nuhuyanan women gave 
four of their women to the mel of Nuhuyanan.

Table 3-3: Exchange of women among the origin Mel Fam in Ohoislam.

A B C D E F G

A 1 – – 1 – 1

B 2 – – – 1 6

C 1 – – 2 2 –

D 2 – 1 – – 4

E 1 2 – – – 12

F – – – – – –

G 2 – – 3 7 –

Note: Column=wife-giver; row=wife-taker; A=Rahaded; B=Yamko; C=Henan; D=Rahawarin; 
E=Raharusun; F=Songyanan, G=Nuhuyanan. Bold font indicates the existence of symmetric marriage 
exchange. 

Source: Fieldwork research. 

Among the lower rank, a similar pattern is evident. Table 3-4 shows the exchange 
between eight iri fam. For example, Rahaded took one and three women from 
Raharusun and Nuhuyanan respectively, and in return they gave three and one 
women to Raharusun and Nuhuyanan. Fadirubun took five Nuhuyanan women 
and gave two women in exchange.
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Table 3-4: Exchange of Women among the Iri Fam at Ohoislam.

A B C D E F G H

A 3 1 – – – – –

B 1 4 3 1 – – 2

C 3 2 5 1 1 – 1

D – – 2 – – – –

E – – – 2 – 1 1

F – – 2 1 – – –

G – 1 – – 1 – –

H – – – 1 1 – –

Note: Column=wife giver; row=wife taker; A=Rahaded; B= Raharusun; C=Nuhuyanan; D=Fadirubun; 
E=Renleew; F=Renuat; G= Walerubun; H=Ngangun. Bold font indicates the existence of symmetric 
marriage exchange. 

Source: Fieldwork research, 1996. 

Inter-Fam Relations

Marriage patterns are one of the instruments anthropologists employ to consider 
relationships between kin groups. From Van Wouden’s  (1968) Types of Social 
Structure in Eastern Indonesia and Barraud’s  (1990b) Wife-Givers as Ancestors 
and Ultimate Values in the Kei Islands, it is obvious that there are hierarchical 
relationships between fam allied by marriage. Wife-giving fam (mang ohoi) are 
always considered to be superior to the wife-taking fam (yan ur). Van Wouden 
(1968: 11, drawing from Geurtjens 1921: 303) puts it as follows: ‘The yan ur are 
required to acknowledge the primacy of the wife-giving fam by paying them 
respect and offering them gifts at such family occasions as births, marriages, and 
deaths’. Barraud (1990b) even found that the Keiese put the wife-giving fam 
alongside the ancestors in respect and importance. This is usually shown during 
life cycle ceremonies and religious rituals.

Evaluating inter-fam relationships at Dullah Laut, I found a significant difference 
between Muslim and Christian practices. The death ceremonies I witnessed 
provide good examples of these differences. In the Muslim settlement, people 
brought a ‘donation’ (yelim) to the house of the dead person. The donated goods 
included consumables such as rice, sugar, coffee, tea, flour, and/or money. As 
well as being personal donations, these goods were also given as part of the riin 
and/or fam obligations. I observed that the origin fam from both settlements 
brought their donations to the house of the dead, but I did not see any special 
‘donation’ given to the dead family from their ‘wife-taking’ fam. The only times 
I heard the terms mang ohoi and yan ur used were during the speech made by 
the representatives of the dead person’s family. By contrast, at the Christian 
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settlement, in addition to consumables, customary goods were not only given 
but also exchanged. There was a ‘customary seat’ (duduk adat) where the 
wife-taking fam presented the customary wealth (harta adat) such as a gold 
bracelet which is called ‘three tail gold’ (mas tail til) referring to its quality. 
In the evening, the representatives of the fam of the dead person came to the 
mourning house bringing clothes for the dead. In return they were presented 
with a gold bracelet and an antique ceramic plate.

These examples are typical of the relations between fam in Dullah Laut 
in general. For the Muslims, the hierarchical arrangement between fam—
specifically between wife-taker and wife-giver—did not appear to be an 
important character of inter-fam relationships, though this is not to say it has 
disappeared. An example of this was the political conflict led by a descendant 
of the traditional village head and the former modern village head and his son 
(the present modern village head). The conflict centered around which of the 
two was the rightful leader of the village as well as the distribution of money or 
materials the village received from a government subsidy provided by the central 
government. The traditional leader’s descendant was the former modern village 
head’s father’s sister’s son, meaning the traditional leader’s descendant was the 
wife-taker of the former modern village head. For the Christians, hierarchical 
attitudes dominate and the wife-giving/wife-taker relationship prevails albeit 
with reluctance in some circumstances. This is why those who were dissatisfied 
and who considered the leadership of the current head of settlement too weak 
never expressed this explicitly. Another example was explained by Mr P. 
Rahaded, an informant in the Christian settlement who said that his support 
of the settlement leader was due to the fact that his wife was taken from there.

The Settlement Organisation

The organisation that oversees the kin group is the settlement (ohoi kot or also 
called dusun). It is a grouping of a number of fam who reside in a particular 
hamlet. As I mentioned earlier, Dullah Laut consists of two settlements and to 
some extent, each of these is governed independently by a Muslim or Christian 
settlement leader. However, although it has its own settlement leader, the 
practical leadership in the Muslim settlement is directly under the control of 
the village head. It is only at the Christian settlement that the settlement leader 
exercises some level of autonomy.

The settlement leader is responsible for keeping order in his settlement and 
handling all problems that arise. I observed that problems that were brought to 
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a settlement leader mostly concerned conflict between members of more than 
one fam. This may be due to the fact that a fam leader usually makes an effort to 
solve problems that arise between members of his fam.

In dealing with complicated problems—such as conflicts that involve a large 
number of people or different social ranks—neither settlement leader4 works 
alone. Each has a committee which consists of representatives of all origin fam, 
the Ohoiroa Fauur. When dealing with these problems, a settlement leader will 
call a customary meeting attended by all parties involved in the conflict and 
all representatives of the origin fam. Led by a settlement leader, the origin fam 
representatives will act as both judge and jury and will discuss the problem and 
decide on the appropriate solution.

The role of a settlement leader in a customary meeting depends on his personal 
power. A powerful leader will take on the role as overall leader and will be the 
key player throughout the meeting. This means that the final decision is in his 
hands although ideas from all committee members will be heard. A settlement 
leader who has less power will only act as a facilitator during the meeting. 
According to some elderly villagers—some of them fam leaders—the question 
of power was never an issue in the old days. The words of a settlement leader 
or other customary leaders were never disputed, at least not in their presence. 
Nowadays, it is said, people are very critical and arrogant. Regardless of where, 
when, and who, if they hear something they do not agree with they will argue. 
I would suggest this is because custom is not the sole source of power anymore. 
When I attended a customary court at the Christian settlement, I saw fam 
leaders (including civil servants and a retired policeman) openly challenging 
the ideas of the settlement leader. This forced the settlement leader to invite a 
military officer who’d participated in the meeting to bring the meeting to a close 
without any agreement reached. I will discuss this situation in more detail in 
Chapter Six.

The Village Organisation

In the course of its history, the political organisation of Dullah Laut has 
experienced several changes. It must be made clear that the people usually 
differentiate between two village political organisations. The first is the 
traditional village organisation which refers to the village as a traditional village. 
The second is the political organisation of the village under the Indonesian 
government regulation, particularly after the implementation of the Village 
Government Law, No.  5,  1979. In this regard, the village is called a modern 

4 I consider the village head the settlement leader whenever he deals with internal problems in the Muslim 
settlement.
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village. This section will discuss the traditional and modern forms of village 
political organisation in Dullah Laut and look at how villagers adapt to changing 
political circumstances. 

As a traditional village, Dullah Laut is led by a single headman under the title 
‘wealthy person’ (orang kaya). According to tradition, this position is handed 
down from father to eldest son. These positions could only be held by a noble 
(mel) member and they were always associated with the local history of the 
village. However, the first traditional village head in Dullah Laut was believed 
to be appointed by the Dutch in the early part of the twentieth century. It 
was after the second traditional village head that the position was transferred 
following the traditional regulations. 

The duty of a traditional leader was to keep order in the village. I noted earlier 
that in times of conflict, it was the duty of a village leader to restore order if 
a settlement leader could not resolve an issue in his settlement. A traditional 
village leader also represented his village to the outside world. Thus, when the 
Dutch government wanted to make a connection with villagers, it was through 
the traditional leader that the Dutch officers would do so. It was also through 
the traditional village leader that a villager could make a connection with the 
outside world. If a villager wanted to travel out and needed a recommendation 
letter for that, it was the traditional village leader who would prepare the letter.

A traditional village leader did not work alone in managing his people and 
territory. Geurtjens (1921, quoted in Van Wouden  1968:  36–7) noted that 
several functionaries worked together with the village head. Three important 
figures were: ‘lord of the land’ (tuan tan); the ‘attendant of the local spirit’ (mitu 
duan); and the ‘Islamic religious official’ (lebay) to which I would add head of 
settlement (bapak soa). ‘Lord of the land’ was the official lord of all village lands 
and his role was crucial in allocating land territory. He was the one people 
went to whenever they wished to make a new garden and he knew most about 
land distribution between people in the village and the boundaries between 
neighbouring villages. Therefore, he played an important role in solving land 
and sea ownership disputes. Both the attendant of the local spirit and the 
Islamic religious official were responsible for dealing with affairs relating to 
the ancestors, local guardian spirits, and God. As I mentioned in the preceding 
section, the head of a settlement was responsible for keeping order and resolving 
issues in his settlement.

However, two of these functionaries did not play an important role in Dullah 
Laut. The ‘lord of the land’ in fact was only mentioned in the narrative of origin. 
Moreover, none of my informants could recall the existence of the ‘attendant of 
the local spirit’. This might relate to the fact that almost no rituals pertaining 
to indigenous belief have been maintained. Although the Muslim imam and the 



3 . Dullah Laut 

57

Catholic priest might be seen as having replaced the former lebay position, their 
roles are quite different from the traditional role. They were never present at 
any customary court sessions during my research. It seemed that among these 
functionaries, only the head of settlement played an important role in helping 
the village head. 

A traditional village head also worked with the traditional village assembly. In 
fact, it seemed that the village assembly was the ultimate power holder in the 
village. All of the traditional leader’s decisions concerning important issues—
such as those relating to territory—were to be made in consultation with the 
village assembly. The process for dealing with important issues was that the 
traditional village head should call a customary meeting attended by all members 
of the village assembly so issues could be discussed and resolution reached. 

In Dullah Laut, the village assembly is a committee of origin fam called Ohoiroa 
Fauur. The members of this committee are the leaders of Henan, Rahaded, 
Yamko, Raharusun, Rahawarin, Nuhuyanan and Songyanan fam. Since the 
village is divided into two settlements because of religious differences, the 
representatives of origin fam are also taken from both settlements. Thus, each 
origin fam is represented by two leaders, one from each settlement. As a result 
of the representation from both settlements, the village assembly in Dullah Laut 
has a total of 14 members. 

The Indonesian government replaced the Dutch when the Kei Islands were 
declared to be part of the Republic of Indonesia. Although, in the beginning, 
tradition still played a role in governing the village, new arrangements were 
introduced when the traditional village of Dullah Laut was split into two 
modern villages. These were Dullah Laut Islam and Dullah Laut Roma Katolik. 
This meant that the traditional Christian settlement which used to be under 
the coordination of a traditional village head located at the Muslim settlement 
became an independent village. Of course, this separation changed the nature of 
the relationship between the two villages significantly. 

The Law of Village Government (Pemerintahan Desa), No. 5, 1979, intensified 
the presence of the Indonesian government in matters of village governance. 
Although, Dullah Laut was merged into a single village again, the law put aside 
the position of tradition almost completely introducing a new procedure for 
appointing the village head. Under the law, a village leader could be any one of 
the villagers who principally believed in one God, was loyal to the Indonesian 
government, healthy, aged 25–60, and had acquired at least senior high school 
education (Marsono 1980). The new structure of village functionaries (perangkat 
desa) was also different from that of the traditional one. The new village 
functionaries consisted of a village secretary (sekretaris desa), some program 
coordinators (kepala urusan) and settlements heads (kepala dusun). Additionally, 



Selling the Sea, Fishing for Power 

58

the application of the village law also changed the name of the traditional village 
assembly (saniri negeri) to village deliberation council (lembaga musyawarah 
desa). The law also regulated the appointment of village functionaries and the 
village deliberation council which was different from the traditional regulation. 
Just as in the new process for the appointment of village head, all of these 
positions were no longer hereditary. 

Interestingly, the people of Dullah Laut—and probably most of the Kei people—
considered these institutional changes to be a supplementary arrangement, in 
the context that the institution of the modern village head was an addition to 
the pre-existing traditional village head arrangement. This assumption becomes 
clear when investigating the genealogical connections between the current and 
the former modern village heads. The preference for choosing a candidate who 
was the son of the former modern village head was still apparent even after the 
village law had been implemented. This is also clear if we examine the conflict 
concerning the village leadership, which has been taking place since the 1970s 
and continued at least until I finished my fieldwork in 1997. Along with using 
the Indonesian regulations and laws, the conflicting parties use tradition as 
the basic reference point for their arguments. Mr A. Rahaded, for example, 
demanded that Mr M. Nuhuyanan (former modern village head and father of 
the current village head) hand over his position as the village leader on the 
basis that Mr A. Rahaded was the descendant of three former traditional village 
leaders. These examples show that the structural changes from the traditional to 
the modern village structure were in name only. Those who were appointed to 
the new positions were those who held the position in the traditional village. So, 
members of the village deliberation council were leaders of origin fam. 

Conclusion

This chapter highlights some characteristics of Dullah Laut Village and its 
people. An important feature worth mentioning here is that of social division. 
First, by tradition the inhabitants of Dullah Laut Village were divided into 
different social ranks—the mel, the ren, and the iri. Second, when Islam and 
Catholicism were brought to the village, they divided the population further 
based on religion. Finally, when a new political structure was introduced 
as the Kei Islands became part of the Republic of Indonesia, new notions of 
community and its social organisation were introduced. The application of the 
concept of modern village and its organisation brought about new divisions in 
the community. Desa Dullah Laut Islam, Dullah Laut Roma Katolik, kepala desa 
(head of the modern village), dusun (the settlement or grouping of a number of 
fam who reside in a particular hamlet), anak desa (‘child village’) and perangkat 
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desa (village functionaries or officials) were added to the traditional vocabularies 
to join negeri (traditional village), orang kaya (‘wealthy person’, the title for a 
traditional village head), and saniri (committee of leaders in a village). 

Interestingly, these social divisions were expressed—or at least marked—in the 
geographical layout of the settlements. In terms of social rank, the houses of the 
iri were located separately or fenced differently from that of the mel. In terms 
of religious division, the Muslims and Catholics lived in separate settlements in 
Ohoislam and Ohoisaran respectively. 

In times of conflict, these divisions complicated the problem. The longstanding 
political conflict between a descendant of the village traditional leader, the 
modern village head, and the leader of the Christian settlement was not only 
reflected in the geographical layout of the village but was also instrumental in 
reinforcing existing divisions. It was apparent that those supporting the modern 
village leader were mostly the mel of the Muslim settlement. The descendent 
of the traditional leader’s political followers were mostly the iri of the Muslim 
settlement, and the Christian settlement leader’s followers were the Catholics at 
the Christian settlement. These political factions were also evident in the use 
of places of worship. The modern village’s followers had prayers in the mosque 
while the supporters of the descendants of the traditional leader used their own 
small Islamic praying place (musholla). The Christian settlement leader’s faction 
carried out religious rituals in the only church available in the village. As such, 
the political conflict in the village was interwoven with issues of social rank and 
religious sentiment. 

This chapter also discussed kinship groups and marriage patterns. These social 
linkages may have had the potential to unite a divided community, especially 
given those who were not tied by genealogy might be connected by exogamous 
marriage alliances. However, it seems that marriage patterns have changed and 
the asymmetric marriage patterns—which were considered effective in creating 
wide-ranging alliances—have been replaced by symmetric and endogamous 
marriage patterns. This changing pattern might even have contributed to a 
worsening of the conflict.




