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In Defence of Idin 

 

 Idin was often looked on as a greedy, selfish man by his contemporaries. They sneered to one 

another about how he never worked the fields, forcing his wife and children to perform the labour he 

would not. But Idin was not at heart a mean-spirited fellow: in fact, he was generally recognized as good-

natured, affable. Like other highlanders, Idin was beholden to the changes occurring in the Lauje region 

and across the world. Idin's response to a changing socioeconomic landscape may have varied from the 

average, but his goal was the same: a desire to improve materially and socially, to improve the lives of his 

family. 

 Lauje tradition, in the early 1990s, favoured men who cleared primary forest (do'at) to build 

themselves new farms (Li 2014:62). This ideal of self-sufficiency was a truism for the Lauje. Hard work 

generally led directly to 'ownership', or at least, the right to the products of one's labour. Idin, however, 

took a different tack. His father had been a farmer of a previous cash crop, tobacco, and had managed to 

purchase some coastal land. Idin attended school, and learned at an early age from his father's experience 

about the productive capacities of land ownership. With his inheritance, Idin began purchasing land in 

Sibogo, after a drought left many with no choice but to sell (Li 2014:188). Instead of the endless and 

exhausting job of clearing do'at, Idin acquired land directly, as a commodity: long before cacao swept 

through the highlands and made the exchange of 'lokasi' commonplace. 

 This creeping social change is also visible in Idin's administration of his farm. Rather than employ 

his own bodily labour in the service of agriculture, Idin relied upon his wife, Sina, and their children, for 

most of the physical work (Li 2014:62). Considered strange, lazy, even malicious, Idin was one of the first 

to observe, consciously or no, a powerful decoupling of labour and reward. With his own labour input 

manifest as the very provisioning of the land itself, the rest of the work could be left to others. The 

accepted Lauje way, in the 1990s, was reward according to labour. Idin, in the eyes of the community, was 

subverting this, as he sat drinking coffee while his wife laboured in the fields. 

 This subversion of the norm had direct social ramifications. Idin was often lambasted by his kin 

and neighbours over his willingness to delegate the daily farm work, rather than engage it himself. Some 

highlanders considered him self-serving, or ill-intentioned: Malia, herself a hard worker in the fields, 

suspected Idin of an accord with spirits, rendering unto him unnatural powers of control over his family 

(Li 2014:77). 

 Doubling this disgrace was the perception that Idin was also failing on another front. His wife was 



often seen in ragged clothing, as her husband rarely spent much money on her personal needs. To gain 

some spending money, Sina would gather candlenuts, a practice seen as ‘for the poor’ by most Lauje at the 

time (Li 2014:62). Not only was Idin not doing his own share, at least in the popular conception, but he 

was failing to provide for his family as well (Li 2014:66). 

 Despite some of these conceptions, Idin, in his own way, provided services as they were needed, 

filling niches as they opened. Sina observed how other, poorer men would work hard in modagang (that is, 

distance travel for trade in basic goods and food): far harder work than Idin would do, though their profits 

were minimal. In fact, Idin would suggest to these men they take up farming: instead, they retorted that he 

should continue farming so they had a place to modagang (Li 2014:72). In this sense, Idin provided a 

service to traders and landless labourers: he made himself available to people who needed work or money. 

In the 1990s, Idin even facilitated gambling sessions, a pass-time he much maligned, in order to better 

position himself to lend money or purchase land outright. This was itself a form of non-traditional labour, 

a new social role, born of changing conditions (Li 2014:142). 

 As his holdings grew and Idin took on wage labourers, he did not pay them well. As land became 

more scarce, people seeking to earn income became more plentiful. Gone were the days of choosing to 

assist on a neighbour's farm, with that neighbour providing an informal 'compensation' for the work put in 

(Li 2014:87). Instead, with a surplus of labour, Idin could afford to treat his workers poorly. If they 

rebelled, he could always replace them with other, more desperate people (Li 2014: 140). Idin was aware 

of these mechanics, opting to exert pressure as landowner to keep wages low. 

 Idin’s focus on private accumulation was a rational response to a changing world. As land became 

enclosed and commodified, it was less important for children to gain experience tending their own small 

plots, or taking part in a sug: what was most relevant was control of the land itself. Without a plot to farm 

and invest in, there was nothing, save perhaps menial labour, if a job could be found. Idin seemed to 

recognize this early, and made efforts to grow his fortunes in the interests of his family, just as his father 

had done for him. It is illuminating to note that after Idin's death in 2008, other highlanders like Amin and 

Ramla, began imitating his style, consolidating holdings within the family and making use of economies of 

scale (Li 2014:156). As conditions change, behaviour changes with it. Idin, disagreeable though his choices 

may have been for some, was as much a product of the Lauje context in the late 20th century as any other 

highlander. 

 

 

Cited Source: 

Li, Tanya Murray 

 2014   Land's End: Capitalist Relations on an Indigenous Frontier. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press. 


