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Symbolic Organization of Space and Social Identity

in Alor

Pietro Scarduelli

3::::;'1:1- '[n. rca.'cm. years an incrf__':.lsing interest h:lw been
. A\-i:‘ dhn.n.'nquarllacel of the traditional c'umm:s of South-
1y of h'& 1 ‘? b_\"flﬂi:m]‘w organization of space. ]'h.-': emic catego-
i :-wl “l'"“- .‘_LU‘-’I--SHULL“H 1979 1984; Fox 1980) has emerged
illlagg'::?“;}ht structure, i microcosm which rcprndm'c-': the
the Wu:- bl::slllr:ll and social :rl_'LIl:r. - Thrutu__'jli an :m:s]ly.-u_k of
COncsiy ‘1 IE [_’_ﬁl'ip_ln: of Alor (Eastern Indonesia) organize and
T iILr ;‘*‘?’:1] space inside the village, this paper argues
""iﬂnsﬁ‘Edc .L..j.rml.juh:: organization |I.)t the space is Eht.‘: min
g Ilu d“:t by i.WRlI‘I_ch_[n interpret their own :il)Ll'Hﬂ organization
e L‘nan IPII(' social identity; (2) the symbolism of space is
“nghan:}:d o 1ht‘- house but extends to th whole village:
COncepmual vods, ritual centers. mounds are different parts of a
K 47; i \ne!wurk. an integrated system nflmeunmg.\'. [South-
Adta, symbol, space, house, social identity]

::::’I"F'_'r{ﬁff}fduelli. Dr. phil. (Milano 1970); since 1980 Assis-
gica) SC'L:M\:L:F atrrhe Dl;]!l. nl’ f\qthmru.slugmul :H‘tll.| ."\l'(."la:_lcnln-
the Siurl:-LnL't s, University of Turin, Hc devoted himself first to
Vears = ;!I the pre-Columbian cr}-'lhzutmn_s and, in the l.iIH[ ten
and '-‘\Iu'r‘ 1e lradmlunu_l cultures of Im.jvo.nesm {he?ldwlnrk :nl]‘_x‘ull.\
'-'H]:!l:m ('I?‘ = F'l:hl%uam_\n_s mclud_m (_|I1_ ,-'xz‘t_ecm e il sacrificio
di pietra il;;'"_ ! J:gf”'- Il rito (Bari 1983); L'isola degli antenati
ind U o _-H’lll 986): Centri, ritualita, potere (with F. Remotti
J. Fubiewti; Bologna 1989).

L Methodological Introduction

?I!OF 1sland is .lncalcd r_mrlh of Tifnm‘. in that area
the Indonesian Archipelago which provided Van
m::uj.e;] with the ethnographic material un:}iyzed
wuri}au;lwciy according to a theurely:ul frame-
i ke aborated by JP B. de _!l)b'.‘%t"ill:l_ de Jong
nown as “‘ethnologisch studieveld.”
Sidm_s(jflft;n'rly. this theory ha; beenl critically recon-
and l}zig'hm-c 1980; P.E. de Josselin de Jong 1984)
of Iher_: as Op?l]ed the way to a new assessment
Cu“um:‘m:l[.)armwc stlidy Qfﬂthc Tnsulqr Sou[h'—Eu._ﬁl
B o rt.]dte_d to an “emic” perspective, which 1s
thiar (mn .lhe mdlgtn_uus ::ultur;}! categories rather
ey 1 » rln a priori pn[‘i.ern} c}hnnlog;sch stu-
"'UhLIral.c- htlruclrurall core ). (-rucml,. atmc‘m%tht?ﬁe
Undertg dllclgfmcs. 1S the. concept of * hous?‘c. to be
ich- _fJL as a symbn‘hc structure, a microcosm
reproduces the image of both the natural

Ordey . : Z
T and the social relations system.

During the same years Lévi-Strauss (1979;
[984) came to conclusions which, to a certain
extent, are similar; he assumed that the constituent
components of the Archipelago societies are not to
be defined as families, lineages, or clans; in order
to grasp their intrinsic nature, it is necessary to
resori to the category of “house.” Even if Lévi-
Strauss’ thesis, in particular his notion of “house
as a fetish™ (1984), does not coincide with P. E.
de Josselin de Jong's and Fox’s, one can find a
meaningful and common awareness, supported by
recent research on the field, of the importance of
the house symbolism s a key to the understanding
of the Indonesian Archipelago societies.

But field research in the South-East area
makes it clear that the symbolic organization of
space is not limited to the house, but rather con-
cerns the entire village. This leads us to believe
that, in order to understand the way the traditional
Archipelago societies conceive themselves and the
world, it is necessary to take into examination not
only the metaphors confined to the house, but also
the symbolic relationship between the habitation
space and the common spaces, as well as the
way the relationship between the village and the
surrounding space is imagined. The analysis of the
symbolic organization of space within the Alor
Kecil community should be read in the light of
this approach, already adopted in the Nias society
study (Scarduelli 1986, 1989).

The following pages are dedicated to the anal-
ysis of the cognitive maps used by the inhabitants
of this village, situated on the extreme western
tip of Alor Island (Eastern Indonesia), to interpret
their own social organization and to establish the
frame of reference used for interactions within the
community.

The most relevant element of the cognitive
maps is the fact that their inner structure is de-
vised according to a symbolic pattern related to
the village configuration: therefore, to study how
the public arcas are conceived by the indigenous
people is the best way of reconstructing the main




