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Series Editors’ Preface

Culture, Identity, and 
Gendered Practices: 
The Importance of Ritual

Andrew Strathern and Pamela J. Stewart*

In keeping with its place in our Series on Ritual Studies, Linda Lentz’s re-
markable study of Sundanese women’s roles in society highlights the capaci-
ties and knowledge that women are able to demonstrate within the framework
of customary life-cycle rituals. These rituals define the spheres in which women
are prominent organizers of community events. They define these spheres in
terms of the concept of adat, customary law, running parallel with and in some
ways opposed to aspects of official Islamic ideology.

Adat is a pan-Indonesian concept through which local communities can
conserve their senses of cultural identity in dialogue with state-based rules,
often rules that depend on notions of Islamic law. At the same time, the spheres
of adat and Islam become fused together in crucial ways that mediate the con-
tradictions that can emerge between them when adat is portrayed as tradi-
tional and Islam is presented as a modernizing movement. The mediation takes
place through the seamless incorporation of practices into the processual frame-
work of overall rituals centered on reproduction and life-cycle needs. Life-
cycle rituals provide a naturalized context for the operation of adat,  for a
number of reasons. First, they track the temporality of human life, and sec-
ond they become the vehicles of important social values that are acknowledged
at the wider social levels. Thus, women who play organizing roles in these rit-
uals come to act as supporters of customary identity, and they are recognized
as the keepers of that identity.

Lentz situates her study deftly in the midst of several contextual issues. At
one level, she is concerned with ways in which Sundanese culture differs from
that of the more dominant ethnic category, the Javanese, with less stress on
hierarchical social rank, and a kinship system based more on bilateral princi-
ples and less on patrilineal norms that would foreground male-based privi-
leges. These bilateral principles show throughout the life-cycle rituals. They
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go along with an ethos of mutual respect between husbands and wives, even
though the husband is supposed to be the leader and the wife is seen as the
household caretaker. Marriage also establishes an unmarried girl as an adult
woman, able to bear children and take her place in the community. This tran-
sition is marked by rituals. Marriage alone, as a legal act, would not be able to
convey such meanings.

Lentz situates her whole exposition in the context of debates about the social
roles and statuses of women and men in South East Asian societies. By partic-
ipating prominently in life-cycle rituals that draw on community co-operation,
individual women, she argues, can acquire a kind of potency and can accumu-
late that potency in ways that give them more status than others. Like other
writers, Lentz is concerned here to break down the supposed dichotomy be-
tween the political and the domestic domains of action. Women’s ‘domestic’
roles also constitute a political domain, framed by life-cycle rituals in which
women may be said to exercise informal powers. (In fact, their powers here seem
also to be formal, because rituals entail a considerable formality of action.)

Lentz constructs a wonderfully detailed, intimate, but highly structured ac-
count of these rituals. Following both her participant observation and her col-
lecting of life stories from the women who lived around her in her neighborhood,
she distinguishes between life histories and life stories here. She refers to the
idea that life history as a term implies the introduction into the narrative of ma-
terials from outside the narrative itself in order to give more information and
putative objectivity to the account. In practice,  however, the predominant
focus since the term life-history was first used has been on the narratives of
persons themselves, and these narratives are not systematic chronological ac-
counts but are narrative commentaries on life. Lentz’s own purpose, which
she admirably achieves, is similar to that of many other writers who have ob-
tained life stories as a means of gaining insight into the dialectics of social life,
or the interplay between individual experience and agency on one hand and cus-
tomary social patterns on the other. Indeed, one can often go further, as she
herself does in her account, by showing how individual actions can change or
modify particular ritual practices. In the Sundanese context another site of di-
alectics is between adat and Islam and how women manage subtly to weave
these two together and accommodate their potential contradictions. It is interesting
to read in Lentz’s account the extremely violent political history of conflicts
that lies at the back of the ordered peacefulness of the rituals that she portrays.

Women’s prominence in local rituals was in some ways facilitated by the
policies of the Indonesian New Order that began with President Soeharto. The
state supported women as Ibu, “mothers,” enjoining them to embrace moder-
nity and education for their children, realized in programs for family welfare.
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With Islam there is a more complex history, since political activists call for a
more rigorous adoption of shar’iah law, while moderates recognize a range of
Islamic practices, and many people still follow adat customs, even though these
are sometimes characterized by Islamic activists as ‘backward.’

Lentz’s study, then, speaks to a broad range of ethnographic, comparative,
and theoretical themes while grounding these in her well-rounded holistic
ethnography. We have ourselves contributed to life-story narratives from field-
work in Papua New Guinea, as in the stories of Ongka and Ru (Strathern and
Stewart 1999, 2000) adding a telling discussion with Ongka’s daughter Yara on
her frustration about not being able to succeed to his leadership because of
her gender. We have also edited a collection of essays that show peaceful dimensions
of Islamic practices (often Sufi-based) and prominent roles of women in cul-
tivating the shrines of Saints in parts of Islamic Africa (Stewart and Strathern
eds. 2005). In a similar vein we have published volumes in one or other of our
Series that we co-edit by scholars showing complex interactions between cus-
tom, modernity, and Islam (see Önder 2007, a study of rural life in a Black
Sea part of Turkey, with our Series Editors Preface, in which we point to the
ubiquity in Islam of the theme of the contradiction between Islam seen as
‘modern’ and traditions seen as ‘backward’ and we indicate how Önder ex-
plores the deeper local context in which gendered differences are prominent).
Another study that explores how in Yogyakarta, in Java, people continuously
try to communicate with one another in both traditional and modern terms
was an early publication in our Medical Anthropology Series (Ferzacca 2001,
with our Editors’ Preface). A third volume appeared in the Series we edited for
Ashgate and was also based on work in Yogyakarta, showing a vast, complex
mix of themes in which modernity, Islam, and tradition jostled and accom-
modated each other in a complex urban environment (Daniels 2009, with our
Preface).

We are delighted to be publishing this nuanced and detailed ethnography of
women and ritual, which adds significantly to all of the above themes in a vital
way.
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Note

* Professor Strathern and Professor Stewart Co-Edit and run the internation-
ally recognized, interdisciplinary Journal of Ritual Studies,  founded in 1987,
which deals exclusively with ritual in all of its aspects. At: (http:// www.pitt.edu/
~strather/ journal.htm); (https:// www.facebook.com/ ritualstudies) Journal of
Ritual Studies Facebook Page; and Stewart and Strathern are Co-Founders 
of the Comparative Ritual Studies Group (https:// sites.la.utexas.edu/ ritual-
studies-group/ images/ ).

They Co-Direct the Archival Cromie Burn Research Unit which is the Cen-
ter for a major long-term effort to archive [At: (http:// www.stewartstrathern
.pitt.edu/ ) materials from many of the field areas in which they are involved,
with particular reference to unique historical records of Papua New Guinea, and
in remote parts of Taiwan. The archive already contains a complete version of
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a 1999 book on the Female Spirit Cult in Mount Hagen, Papua New Guinea,
which is otherwise out of print and unobtainable, as well as important sets of
early photographs and documents. Also, a unique dictionary project is open-
access on the web site: (http:// www.stewartstrathern.pitt.edu/ papua_new_guinea/
melpa_dictionary.html)

Stewart and Strathern are a wife and husband research team in the De-
partment of Anthropology, University of Pittsburgh, and presented the 2015
Mary L. Thomas Lecture (West Virginia University, Department of Sociology
and Anthropology). They were the 2012 DeCarle Distinguished Lecturers at the
University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand where they are also Visiting Fel-
lows. They are also Research Associates in the Research Institute of Irish and
Scottish Studies, University of Aberdeen, Scotland, and have been Visiting Re-
search Fellows at the Institute of Ethnology, Academia Sinica, Taipei, Taiwan
during parts of every year from 2002–2015. Jointly they have had visiting ap-
pointments and /  or lectured in many countries, including e.g., Germany, Tai-
wan, Mainland China, Japan, Scotland, Ireland, New Zealand, Australia, PNG,
Norway, The Netherlands, Fiji, and the USA. And they have worked for many
years with a number of museums around the world (e.g.,  Australia,  Japan,
New Zealand, Taiwan, Papua New Guinea, Switzerland, the USA, and the
U.K.)

Their long-term, diverse creative research work has been published in over
50 books and over 275 articles on their research throughout parts of the Pa-
cific, Asia, and Europe (focused on Scotland and Ireland, also on the Euro-
pean Union). Their most recent co-authored books include Working in the
Field: Anthropological Experiences Across the World (Palgrave Macmillan, 2014),
Ritual: Key Concepts in Religion (Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014), Witchcraft,
Sorcery, Rumors, and Gossip (Cambridge University Press, 2004); and Self and
Group: Kinship in Action (Prentice Hall, 2011). Their recent co-edited books
include Ritual (London: Ashgate Publishing, 2010), Exchange and Sacrifice
(Carolina Academic Press, 2008), Religious and Ritual Change: Cosmologies
and Histories (Carolina Academic Press, 2009) and The Research Companion to
Anthropology (Ashgate Publishing, 2015). They have broad interests which em-
brace and engage with local and global issues, utilizing their cross-cultural lin-
guistic skills, a grounded comparative and interdisciplinary approach, and an
actively engaged scholarly stance.

They have worked and continue to work and publish in the arena of Health,
Healing, and Medicine. They are also actively engaged in research and writing
on Ritual Theory and the topics of Political Peace-making and the rituals as-
sociated with that and the new arena that they have developed on the analysis
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of Global Disasters and the ritual practices that arise out of these contexts.
They are building a cluster of people in various geographical areas to work to-
gether on this. Their webpages are:

(http:// www.pitt.edu/ ~strather/ sandspublicat.htm)
(http:// www.pitt.edu/ ~strather/ ) and (http:// www.StewartStrathern
.pitt.edu/  )

They are the co-founders of the Pitt in the Pacific Study Abroad educational
program:

http:// www.abroad.pitt.edu/ pacific
Their current research and writing is in the arena of Humans and the En-

vironment; and contemporary theoretical framings of intellectual debates in
Anthropology. They are completing their book Breaking the Frames: Anthro-
pological Conundrums (Stewart and Strathern, Palgrave Macmillan, forth-
coming) on these topics.
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Introduction

There is a long-standing perception that women in Southeast Asia, who are
mostly Muslim, have relatively high social status. This book takes a close look
at Sundanese women in West Java, Indonesia,  to see if this perception has
merit, and if so, how this plays out in Sundanese women’s lives. This study
examines the lives of individual Sundanese women and the cultural frame-
work in which their lives are lived. Utilizing data collected from participant
observation and in-depth, semi-structured interviews, their status as women
is investigated as well as how gender relations are constructed within the con-
text and constraints of the local community and wider social influences such
as Modernism and Islamicism. The entry point for examining their lives through
this gendered lens is the lifecycle rituals. These ritual productions help women
move from one life stage into the next. At these important junctures it is pos-
sible to see the competing hegemonic discourses on the role and position of women
and how individual women and their families respond to various influences
in the decisions they make regarding the rituals. These decisions in the ritual
context reveal how women negotiate their role and position in Sundanese so-
ciety more generally. In the life-story analysis, this study investigates how gen-
der discourses have been communicated to individual women at different stages
of their lives and how there is variation in individual perceptions of gender re-
lations within a single community. This study shows that Sundanese women
play an important role in maintaining and (re)creating rituals and practices,
which enables them to nurture and (re)produce the traditional social order in
which they have relatively high status. From this foundation women have the
power to negotiate the disparate gender discourses that influence their lives.
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