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The Change of Butonese 
Cultural Landscape in Negeri 
Kawa, Molucas

Butonese ethnic group is one of four eth-
nics which have strong maritime cultu-
re. Maritime culture of Butonese people 
is little different from most of other 
ethnic groups because they are not only 
fishermen and sailors but also farmers 
and traders (Hidayah 2015; Arifin 2015). 
The livelihood systems of Butonese are 
carried out simultaneously by a single same 
individual. This situation makes Butonese 
people survive and are able to migrate using 
their traditional boats.

Butonese villages are found in seve-
ral areas in Indonesia such as in East Kali-
mantan, Central Sulawesi, Nusa Tenggara, 
Riau Islands, Papua and Maluku. In Malu-
ku, along with Bugis and Makassar people, 
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they are known as BBM trio which play an 
important role in the economic sector (Su-
bair 2014). In Negeri Kawa, a village in West 
Seram Regency, Butonese people are settled 
in three of the five existing villages. In fact, 
two of which are inhabited by one hundred 
percent of Butonese people.

The research on the cultural 
landscape of Butonese is mostly done at 
the original place of Butonese people (the 
area of former kingdom of Buton Sultanate 
in South East Sulawesi). The report on the 
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Abstract
As a maritime ethnic, Butonese people migrated to some places. A rather large amount of them are in 
Province of Maluku, Indonesia. This study aims at investigating Butonese cultural landscape in their new 
migrant region. Is there any different? If this study also aims to know social interaction among ethnics and 
how it affects Butonese cultural landscape dynamics. This study took place in Negeri Kawa, western part 
of Seram Regency, Maluku Province, on November 2015. The method used in the study was a qualitative 
method with in depth interview by snowball and triangulation technique, observation participation, focus 
group discussion (FGD), and literature study. The result showed that there is a different between Butonese 
cultural landscape in Buton and Negeri Kawa. Stereotype, presumption, and prejudice to Butonese people 
also occur. However, it is not always negative because from those three things, the process of acculturation 
and adaptation as a form of respect and prevention of Butonese culture can occur in Negeri Kawa.
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cultural landscape of Buton in the outside of 
their area is still lacking, whereas their num-
ber in the outside or migrant area is conside-
rably big.

In addition, the study on intereth-
nic interaction frequently discusses the in-
teraction of social relations without seeing 
a change in the form of culture as a result 
of such interaction (Hidayat 2013; Kinasih 
2013; Lestari 2013; Carnegie 2010; Bräuchler 
2017). Therefore, this study aims at investi-
gating how the cultural landscape of Buto-
nese people in their migrating area; whet-
her there is a difference or not. If there are 
some differences, what are they? Further, 
this study also tries to look at the 
interaction between ethnic groups in Negeri 
Kawa and how it affects the dynamics of the 
cultural landscape of Butonese people.

The research was conducted in Ne-
geri Kawa, West Seram Regency, Maluku 
Province during November 2015 (Figu-
re 1). The research employed qualitative 
approach. The data and information 
were collected through in-depth inter
views, participation observation, focu
s group discussions (FGD) and literature 
studies. The informants were selected pur-
posively using snowball technique and 
triangulation (three villages, three heads 
of custom and three social classes). The 
participants represented the people of the 
three villages that had Butonese ethnicity 
namely Kawa, Waeyoho and Pohon Batu 
Villages, as well as representatives of 

government and heads of village. The 
data and information obtained from data 
collection techniques and information was 
then presented descriptively.

Negeri Kawa
Landscape is a natural area that has certain 
characteristics and its existence can be en-
joyed by the five human senses (Simonds 
and Starke 2006). Cultural landscape itself 
is a landscape in which there is human 
intervention so the interaction between 
nature and humankind is formed both in 
concrete and non-concrete forms. This long 
process of interaction creates extraordinary 
things to the group›s civilization in studying 
natural phenomenon which is then applied 
in everyday life. Cultural landscape needs to 
be conserved because it is the identity of a 
community group that can be a pride of the 
civilization of a nation. Dynamic culture can 
threaten the loss of the cultural landscape.

Negeri (village) Kawa is a custom vil-
lage which is located on the western tip 
of Seram Island in Maluku Province. The 
landscape of Negeri Kawa is unique becau-
se it is formed spontaneously by three large 
ethnics spreading in five villages. The three 
ethnic groups are from Maluku, Butonese, 
and the most recent one is Javanese. Each 
ethnic group›s cultural landscape pattern 
forms their own character, although all of 
them remain under control of the King of 
Kawa as traditional leaders and chief of Ne-
geri Kawa.

Figure 1. Research Sites in Negeri Kawa: Kawa, Waeyoho and Pohon Batu Villages
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The five villages in Negeri Kawa are 
Kawa, Waeyoho, Pohon Batu, Patinea, and 
Waetoso villages with a village center loca-
ted in Kawa. The villages with one hundred 
percent of people working as fishermen are 
Waeyoho and Pohon Batu Villages. Nearly 
one hundred percent of fishermen in Nege-
ri Kawa come from Buton. The existence of 
a separate community into several villages 
is because of the customary policy of Ne-
geri Kawa. Only local people (indigenous 
people) have land certificates, while all mi-
grants both islanders and migrants have the 
use right toward their home land. This also 
applies to Butonese people who have settled 
there since the 1970s.

The indigenous people of Kawa come 
from two soa (clans/lineages) namely Nurue 
and Eli. Kawa community, also known as 
Kaba, came from the top of the Mai moun-
tain range in a village called Rumasoal. The 
communities allegedly migrated because 
of group competition in the 12th century. 
The group continued to move from Sailebu-
bui, then Lumalakai, until finally settled in 
Kaba. In the 19th century, Islam entered and 
Kaba people embraced Islam. They stayed at 
Kaba until 1963 and then moved to Sinako-
ko. In Sinakoko, they live together with im-
migrants from various regions in the king-
dom of Buton, Southeast Sulawesi. Due to 
the influence of the dialect of the migrants 
and traders, Kaba is pronounced to be Kawa.

The Butonese themselves are thought 
to have been in Maluku especially West 
Seram since the 1600s. Ethnicity of Bu-
ton found in Negeri Kawa is quite diverse 
ranging from Wolio, Cia-Cia, Sampolawa, 
Tomia, Kaledupa and more. They migra-
te more because of their maritime culture, 
which likes to go fishing, trading and garde-
ning. Therefore, migration does not happen 
at a time. Before the independence of Indo-
nesia, the reason for those who partly chose 
to stay long in Maluku was because of the 
feeling of insecurity when they long sailed 
because of invaders attack.

They sailed to the eastward without 
no reason. Based on the historical records of 
some ancient manuscripts from Buton and 
the Netherlands, the journey of the Butone-

se people to the east in the 1600s was for tra-
ding. One merchant woman from Buton na-
med Wa Ode Wau exported the commodity 
of crafts under her business. These commo-
dities included woven fabrics, gold, silver, 
diamonds, machetes swords, knives, crow-
bars and spear eyes. These items were in 
great demand by nutmeg and clove farmers 
in Maluku. Therefore, she sold them using 
a system of exchange with nutmeg (Myris-
tica fragrans) and clove (Syzygium aromati-
cum).

In 1630-1692, Wa Ode Wau sailed her 
trade fleet of 300-600 boats with a capaci-
ty of 10-60 tons and a workforce of not less 
than 3000 Butonese sailors. The amount 
was considerably huge in that time. The 
fleet not only sailed over Indonesian archi-
pelago but also sailed east to west namely 
Makassar, Java, Sumatra, Johor and Singa-
pore with different commodities. The era 
was the golden age of Butonese trading and 
it became the topic of discussion in Net-
herlands, Aceh, and Singapore (Ma›mun 
2011). There are allegations that the Butone-
se in Maluku since the 1600s are the descen-
dants of ancient sailors who tried to seize 
trading opportunities and eventually chose 
to settle in.

This allegation is supported by in-
formation from Rabani (2010), which sta-
tes that Butonese people migrated to are-
as that have resources with high economic 
value. In the East, Butonese people went to 
Maluku, Tanimbar, Aru and northern Aust-
ralia. They traded cloves, coffee, nutmeg, 
resin and copra. Koentjaraningrat (2005) 
also reported the movement of the Buto-
nese people in the east to seek birds of pa-
radise. No wonder that one of the custom 
clothing accessories from Butonese people 
is by wearing feathers of birds of paradise 
as reported Blair and Blair (2012) when an 
expedition ring of fire in the 1970’s in Buton.

The migration of 1960 to the 1970s 
was mainly because they looked for land 
that was free from pest attacks. In the area 
of the Kingdom of Buton, in addition to 
the generally rocky soil, there are also ob-
stacles that interfere with crop pests such 
as monkeys and boars. Although now they 
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have been hereditary in Maluku so-called 
natives of the island/ traders (not a native 
of the area), they still occasionally return to 
their area (Adam 2010; Barter 2015).

The pattern of settlement orientation 
as a characteristic of the Butonese cultural 
landscape in Negeri Kawa has changed. If 
the orientation of cultural settlement in 
Buton is determined by the contours, in 
Negeri Kawa, such consideration does not 
exist anymore. The situation is caused by 
several factors. First, Butonese people can 
freely build without having permission from 
King of Kawa. Second, the elders do not 
pass on such knowledge to the next genera-
tions. Thirdly, in Buton, there is a division of 
roles. Pande kau, as the ‘architect’ of tradi-
tional Buton, who is the only group that sin-
ce ancient times held the duty to take care 
of everything regarding the house and spa-
tial development, did not join the migration 
wave. Fourth, the current generation consi-
ders it is not so important.

In Buton, the typical orientation pat-
terns can still be found even if only in homes 
over the age of fifty years, especially around 
the Palace of Buton. Syahadat, Arifin and 
Arifin (2014a) assess such orientation pat-
tern. Butonese people do not have the orien-
tation of the wind toward the orientation of 
their homes as well as other cultures in In-

donesia. They mostly follow the contours 
or in other words accompany the cliff. They 
believe that such thing brings fortune 
and energy that come from the mountain/
altitude/sky. By being side by side with the 
cliff, they hope to hold the fortune that falls 
from a height (Figure 2). The belief is similar 
to general beliefs in East Asia.

The orientation of the house in the vil-
lage inhabited by Butonese ethnic in Negeri 
Kawa consists of two types: facing the road 
and facing the sea (Figure 3). According to 
information from interviews with the Buto-
nese community in Negeri Kawa, their cur-
rent home orientation has changed. Before, 
there were roads in the village and the orien-
tation of their home is mostly facing the sea 
for easy access to sea activities. Different 
information is found in Dusun Kawa. Since 
the first time, the orientation of their homes 
is facing the street. When asked the reasons 
for facing the road, according to the people 
who are generally the people of Negeri it is 
a tradition. So, it is likely that the orienta-
tion of the existing Butonese settlements 
in Negeri Kawa is created by acculturation 
with the local culture.

The architecture of the Butonese 
mansion has generally used modern archi-
tecture. In Kawa Village, there is no traditio-
nal architecture of Buton and Maluku. Last 

Figure 2. The Orientation of Buton settlements that follow the contours and cliffs
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time, Maluku traditional architecture cal-
led gaba-gaba balaa  can be found in the 
1980s. The characteristics of the house are 
for example; the walls are composed of woo-
den logs and roofed thatch. As for the home 
of the Buton people in Kawa Village, there 
is no information about when they were 
last found. This is also due to the Butonese 
people in the Kawa Village who mostly came 
only after the riots of 1999.

Waeyoho and Pohon Batu villages still 
have traditional architecture of Butonese for 
ordinary people named banua tada with ty-
pical houses on stilts. As other Butonese tra-
ditional houses banua tada also does not use 
nails but built using interrelated wood. Ba-
nua tada still generally survives as a relic of 
their parents. The difference with banua 
tada architecture in Buton is that the walls 
are not vertical but horizontal also which 

are believed to be adapted from Gaba-gaba 
balaa house (Figure 4).

The Buton people in building a house 
should not use an upside-down timber. The 
top of the tree should be located at the top 
and the bottom of the tree should be located 
at the bottom and so the front and rear as 
well. That is why the view from the outside 
of the wall of Buton›s house is vertical, not 
horizontal. There are two factors which cau-
se it. First, the house is like a human body. If 
we misplace body organs, we create disabi-
lity. Second, the house serves as a form of 
homage to the dead tree to feed humans (Sy-
ahadat, Arifin, and Arifin 2014 a).

The elements of the Butonese hou-
ses in Negeri Kawa also show a little diffe-
rence. In Negeri Kawa, the Degu-Degu is 
built in every house. Degu-Degu is a type 
of gazebo placed right in front of the home 

Figure 3. Orientation of Butonese settlement in Kawa Village

Figure 4. Comparison of architectural forms of banua tada in Buton (a), gaba-gaba balaa (b), 
and banua tada in Negeri Kawa
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page (Figure 5). Degu-Degu has several fun-
ctions. First, it is used by mothers to pre-
pare cooking ingredients. Activities such as 
cleaning, cutting, until the seasoning pro-
cess are done in Degu-Degu. Second, Degu-
Degu is used to relax and chat with friends 
both among family members and neigh-
bors. Sometimes they also receive guests in 
Degu-Degu. Third, these elements are used 
for trading. Butonese people have big sense 
of entrepreneurship, making them always 
take advantage of opportunities around. In 
Degu-Degu, they sell traditional snacks and 
sometimes herbs that they grow. Degu-De-
gu stall cannot be said as a stall because the 
trading conducted by community on Degu 
Degu occurs spontaneously, which means 
that if by chance they have/create materi-
als that can be sold.

For Butonese people, the boat is a 
symbol of life as a home. Previously, it is 
said that the house for the Butonese peop-
le is associated with the human body. This 
also applies to their boats. When making a 
boat, the top of the tree should be placed 
at the top of boat and the bottom must be 
placed at the bottom (Syahadat, Arifin, and 
Arifin 2014 a; Maula et al. 2011; Malihu 2011).  
Butonese community in Negeri Kawa also 
still makes traditional boat but they have 
left such principles of the head-body-
foot boat. As reported by Subair et al. (2014), 

in Ambon Island, Butonese people also still 
make and use the boat type of bale-ba-
le. Even in Negeri Kawa, they not only recog-
nize koli-koli, but also jarangka and Bangka 
/boti/lombo which is also a typical boat 
from Buton.

Similar to the Lungkak fishing com-
munity in East Lombok, Butonese people 
also have fishermen cultural system from an-
cestral heritage to new technologies which 
are both adopted and created by experience 
(Husain 2011). Without the equipment, Bu-
tonese people can detect the islands and co-
rals with the help of clouds, wind and stars 
(Hamid 2011). The differences with Lungkak 
fisherman is that Butonese fishermen have 
left a belief system in the form of rituals 
such as the original Butonese fisherman 
in their hometown. The reasons why they 
leave this system are because of two main 
things. First, there are no more traditional 
leaders who take the initiative to run the 
practice. Second, based on experience and 
knowledge of nature supported by techno-
logical progress without any ritual, they can 
still get good results.

The only ritual in the fishermen cultu-
ral system is Sasi Laut which is carried out 
by the King of Negeri Kawa. Sasi Laut is one 
of the rituals that reflect the local wisdom 
of Maluku community in environmental 
conservation efforts. This activity aims to 

Figure 5.-Degu Degu in the front yard of Waeyoho Village
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protect other living creatures that human 
beings use to avoid extinction due to conti-
nuous exploitation. Sasi laut is done along 
the coast of Waeyoho to Kawa with a radi-
us of 100-400 m from the shore. Sasi laut 
is closed for 1-2 years and opens only for 1 
month. Butonese people will have to live it 
because it is in the community.

Ritual
Butonese people also have some agricultu-
ral rituals (Syahadat, Nuraini, and Safaru-
din 2014). Similar to the fishermen rituals, 
the agricultural ritual is also left by Butone-
se people in Negeri Kawa for the same rea-
son. In contrast to the reasons reported by 
Palmer (2011), Liwono community in Buton 
is more influenced by the deepening process 
of religious and professional transition from 
farmer to non-farmer professions.

The ritual of Posuo (seclusion) 
and procedures for marriage are still main-
tained. It is just that the rules of clothing 
and makeup which specially characterize 
Butonese people as well as their philoso-
phical meanings are largely replaced with 
modern clothing. The modern clothes are 
suits for men and kebaya for women (Santo-
so 2010). The reason is not because it is con-
sidered not important but because of the 
unavailability of Butonese customs in Malu-
ku. Only the upper Buton economy people 
are wearing these clothes because they can 
rent them directly from Buton, precisely in 
Baubau City.

Another ritual that has been retained 
is generally a ritual that has a religious func-
tion. The similar report is presented by Aris 
(2012) in his research on Muna community 
in Southeast Sulawesi which has a similar 
cultural style with Buton. The difference 
with the results of research conducted by 
Aris and this present study is that a social 
function does not really affect the sustaina-
bility of a ritual. The driving factor of preser-
vation of the ritual is the function of religion 
while the social function follows behind it.

The arts are quite well maintained i.e. 
the art of dance and music. This is in line 
with the results of research by Alkaf (2012) 
which states the existence of dance is not li-

mited by time space, geographical, as well as 
social culture separations. In addition, the 
findings in the study area in Negeri Kawa 
show that people still play Butonese game-
lan when there are weddings. Whereas, in 
Buton itself, the use of Butonese gamelan is 
slowly replaced by modern musical instru-
ments and only played on special occasions.

Not many people know that Butone-
se people also have a set of gamelan which 
is the result of acculturation with Javanese 
culture. Note that the Kingdom of Buton 
was founded by three groups from the Chi-
nese Empire, Sriwijaya and Majapahit King-
doms. One of the cultural heritages of the 
Majapahit group is in the form of Butonese 
gamelan. This is confirmed from the book of 
Negara Kretagama which states that Butun 
(Buton) is a part of Majapahit (Adji 2013).

Butonese people continue to eat their 
traditional foods. This is different from the 
information reported by Ariyani (2013) to-
ward Minang community adaptation of 
food strategy in Java. Ariyani research re-
sults state that the strategies of the Minang 
people are sifting through selecting food or 
cooking for themselves. Butonese people 
are more likely to cook for themselves which 
makes the typical culinary from Buton is not 
lost in Negeri Kawa. Even the typical culi-
nary from Buton is able to master Maluku 
province because the flavored is favored by 
the them.

It is considerably easy to get a typical 
culinary of Butonese in Maluku, especially 
in Negeri Kawa. Culinary like kasoami, ka-
tupa santa, parende, typical vegetable of Bu-
ton Tawana Kawu, and others are still eaten 
every day and are even sold by them. The 
equipment used is also still traditional that 
they get from Buton. For example, kasoa-
mi cookware is made of brass. The tool can 
only be obtained in Buton and almost every 
family in Negeri Kawa still owns it.

Buton community in Negeri Kawa 
used to talk with Indonesian with dialect of 
Ambon. Although in their group, they rarely 
use local languages. This happens because 
Butonese people in Negeri Kawa are as hete-
rogeneous as people in Buton. Buton is not 
really the name of a particular ethnic but the 
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name of a few ethnic groups that used to be 
part of the Kingdom and the Sultanate of 
Buton.

Their language is different from one 
another, just like in Negeri Kawa. They 
are ethnic Wolio, Sampolawa, Tomia, Ka-
ledupa, Cia-Cia, and so forth. With the exis-
tence of a glorious past, they all call themsel-
ves Butonese. This becomes the forerunner 
of ethnographers to classify them into the 
same ethnic despite the fact that they are 
different.

In the society system, the head of the 
village is an extension of King Kawa and ap-
pointed directly by him. A village head does 
not necessarily become the head of cus-
toms. The role of the head of customs in 
every village is to lead a major event that be-
comes the tradition of the ancestors. In Bu-
ton, each community has its own traditio-
nal governance structures and is not equal 
among each other, but remain in control of 
the empire. The custom heads of Waeyoho 
and Pohon Batu are entrusted to the oldest 
or elderly but have no ties to the Buton Sul-
tanate. Thus, the customary structure of 
Kawa Village is independent and only for 
cultural purposes.

Social interaction is an important 
thing that affects the existence of a commu-
nity in its environment. Prior to this, Tahara 
(2012) conducted a study of local ethnic re-
lations in Buton. Syahadat, Arifin, and Ari-
fin (2014 b) have also been doing the study 
on the relation between newcomer ethnic 
and local ethnic in Baubau City. Then, how 
about the relation of fellow Butonese people 
in their migration area? and how their rela-
tion to the original community of the new 
area?

These results indicate that such ste-
reotypes, preconceptions, and prejudices 
all happen regardless of which group or 
where it is located. Stereotypes, presuppo-
sitions and prejudices are not always nega-
tive. From the explanation of the dynamics 
of Butonese cultural landscapes in Negeri 
Kawa, one of the driving factors could be 
those three reasons. 

Since 1999 riots in Maluku, immigrant 
communities prefer to be on the safe path 

by not looking for problems that will lead 
to conflict. It affects their culture. It is seen 
now that there are a lot of the process of ac-
culturation and adaptation as a form of res-
pect for and adherence to the customs made 
in the Negeri. These processes indirectly add 
to the nation›s cultural wealth as reported 
by Triyanto, Rokhmat, and Mujiyono (2013).

CONCLUSION
The cultural landscape of Butonese peop-
le in Negeri Kawa has some differences 
with the cultural landscape of Butonese 
in Buton. The difference is seen from the 
orientation of the direction of the building on 
the settlement, the traditional architectural 
form and also additional elements. The ri-
tuals of the tradition of fishing and farming 
have also been abandoned, but the people 
follow the rituals of belonging to ethnic Ma-
luku Sasi laut. The rituals that are still well 
preserved are rituals that have a relationship 
with religion. Dance, music, and culinary 
are able to survive very well without any 
significant change, while the language used 
is the language with Ambon dialect. The 
traditions which are slightly different but 
still characterize the culture of Butonese 
are Posuo, weddings, and customary gover-
nance structures in the village. Stereotypes, 
presuppositions, and prejudices also 
occur in Butonese community in Negero 
Kawa. However, it is not always a negative 
value because from those three things, the 
process of acculturation and adaptation as 
a form of respect and observe the customs 
made by indigenous people of Negeri Kawa 
can occur.
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