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I travelled to Tana Toraja in South Sulawesi, Indonesia, to examine the relationship between ‘modern’ religion 
and traditional animist beliefs, which is prevalent throughout Indonesia. My interest was aroused by my 
mother’s accounts of her upbringing as a Roman Catholic in Jakarta, Java. Christianity is a minority religion 
in Indonesia with the Christian 9.8% of the population dwarfed by the 87.2 % Muslim population, according to 
the census in 2010. However whilst the population is required to adhere to one of six official religions 
prescribed by the state, the traditional animist beliefs of the archipelago are alive and well, and rather than 
being ousted by the imposition of modern religion, they have been appropriated by these religions to exist 
alongside with surprisingly little tension. Having explored this curious relationship between Christianity and 
animism within certain communities in Irian Jaya and South Sulawesi for my coursework, I wanted to pursue 
this interest further by visiting one of the places in the case study. 

Tana Toraja in South Sulawesi is renowned for its elaborate funeral rites which highlight the unique 
relationship between Christianity and the animist aluk to dolo, or Way of the Ancestors. My arrival coincided 
with the start of funeral season, and I was keen to experience what I had previously only read about. 

Funerals are momentous occasions in Tana Toraja - they go on for days and involve the entire village and 
more. Because of the belief that the deceased will become lingering troublesome spirits if they are not 
satisfied with their send-off,  everything is done to ensure a lavish funeral. The sight with which I was met on 
my arrival at the funeral did nothing to dispute this. Hundreds of impeccably black-clad guests sat in a 
bamboo building greeting the family procession, as the screams of pigs bound to bamboo frames and killed 
for the feast pierced the general noise of the festivities. Louder than the pigs were the oxen. The oxen are 
one of the most significant aspects of the funeral ritual, the number of oxen sacrificed directly correlating to 
the satisfaction of the deceased’s spirit, and therefore crucial to the wellbeing of the community. Because of 
this, the deceased is embalmed and preserved for as long as it takes for the family to raise the money to 
afford an oxen-filled funeral. This can sometimes take years and I was told that it is not uncommon to be 
invited into someone’s house to pay your respects to a family member who sits deceased and embalmed in 
their favorite chair. I witnessed very little resemblance to a typical European Christian funeral. 

The Christian nature of the region became more obvious later when I visited some graves: deep holes 
carved into rock-faces which house the dead after the funeral, instead of an earth burial in a graveyard. 
Adorning many of the little square doors to each grave were crosses, and some with more modern leanings 
even had framed pictures of blonde-haired, blue-eyed Jesus. However the Christian themes were heavily 
overwhelmed by the ox, portrayed in wood carvings, painted illustrations, and for the most esteemed dead, 
its skull and horns. Bottles of water, unsmoked cigarettes, flowers, and other offerings were left by family and 
friends to please the deceased’s spirits - it would seem that material goods are still appreciated in the 
afterlife. 

Less common but perhaps most significant were the Tau Tau, intricate carved effigies of the deceased, 
standing outside a few of the the graves of the wealthiest dead who had in life held great status. Before 
Christianity arrived in Toraja by way of Dutch at the beginning of the 20th Century, Tau Tau were believed to 
have an intimate relationship with the spirits of those that they portrayed, acting as protectors of the tombs 
and a link between the material and spiritual worlds. The Tau Tau were adorned with a few precious 
possessions in the belief that the spirits can carry these to the afterlife. Whilst this ritual and belief were 
discouraged by the missionaries on their arrival, the Tau Tau have survived in the new Christian climate, with 
the Bible taking its place among their valuable goods. The Tau Tau seemed to me a tangible metaphor of the 
relationship between old and new in Toraja: old indigenous animism, and the way in which the Torajans had 
adopted and adapted Christianity to their own existing framework of beliefs. Remote and relatively free from 
the Western world’s concept of how Christianity and modernity should play out, there is no reason to suggest 
that the Torajans’ beliefs are under threat. 
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