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Abstract 
Regional autonomy in Indonesia has provided a new space for communities, 

catalyzing in a revival of local customs infused with ideas of communities’ youths and 
elders. Since the archipelago of Mentawai broke away from the mainland district in the 
province of West Sumatra fourteen years ago, it has charted its own course as an 
independent district in which island tradition has been emphasized. The cultural revival 
has ranged from increased interest in traditional foods such as taro and sago, to the 
crafting of new umas (longhouses), and also a renewed interest in traditional tattoos. 
However, modernity is not abandoned; for many it remains a main part of life, and the 
traditional tattoos designs are considered by many youths and tourists as a form of trendy 
body art. 

This paper shows how, in Mentawaian tradition, tattoos were crafted on the skin 
foremost as an identity marker acknowledging local and individual identity. The youths 
who had proven their worthiness in tasks of bravery, such as on hunting and food 
gathering trips, were urged by others in the uma to make their mark and prepare for their 
tattoo ritual in the years long gone past. This earlier tattoo body art is now somewhat less 
favored by sections of the younger generation, who see the world through different 
cultural lenses, when mobile reception towers were placed on the island. They became 
connected with the world as never had been before.  Nevertheless, traditional tattoos 
remain a strong mark of distinction among the older inhabitants and traditionalists on 
Siberut Island. 

In meeting with elders of both genders who were richly tattooed, the following 
research questions were formulated. Can we bridge modern artistic interpretation and 
customary use successfully in a discourse of Mentawaian tattoos? Secondly, has 
globalization inspired the preservation of the tattoo traditions? Thirdly, have 
contemporary dynamics influenced Mentawaian female and male tattoo tradition in 
different ways? 
  

Introduction 

Regional autonomy, introduced after the former president Suharto was forced to stand 

down in 1998, has provided political and social space for local indigenous communities in 

Indonesia. It has catalyzed into a revival of the more than 300 ethnic groups and the 

multitude of regional customs and historical traditions, one which is infused with ideas from 

the young and old in communities throughout the Indonesian archipelago. 

This paper is about the historical cultural heritage and the emerging contemporary 

socio-economic infusions in the Mentawaian governance and culture systems that have 



emerged after the devolution of powers from central to regional authorities. This change was 

concurrent with the separation of the Mentawai Islands’ administration from that of the 

mainland district of Pariaman in the province of West Sumatra. It allowed the small 

Mentawai Islands archipelago, located in the Indian Ocean to the west of Sumatera at roughly 

the same latitude as Singapore, to chart its own course in a newly created district. Through 

this political and administrative change, the islands’ cultural tradition and economic 

endeavors became a central platform for the improvement of the welfare of its approximately 

75,000 inhabitants, the overwhelming majority of which are indigenous to the islands. This 

cultural revival has not only increased the appreciation of traditional foods such as taro and 

sago, traditional architecture such as new umas or clan longhouse, and interest in the 

agricultural development of copra and various spices and aromatics, but also traditional 

tattoos.  

This cultural revitalization has not meant an abandoning of modernity. On the 

contrary, for numerous indigenous inhabitants and certainly migrants from the mainland 

Sumatra who settled in the Mentawai archipelago, modernity remains an essential part of life. 

However, for many who were brought up with a traditional lifestyle, this means that the 

islands’ traditions need not necessarily be hidden from daily life or the government in the 

post Suharto era. They were finally given a chance not to be made to feel inferior to other 

mainstream cultures in Sumatera such as the Minangkabau, Malay or Batak, or, in an overall 

Indonesian context, the Javanese and Sudanese. In the past, especially after the struggle for 

independence of the 1940s, many efforts were enacted to homogenize Indonesian culture in 

nation-building efforts promoted by the central government in Jakarta. This culturally 

engineered change was driven by the best connected elite indigenous groups who were better 

represented in political forums and in important military and government administrative 

capacities than the remainder of the country’s more than 300 ethnic groups. Clearly many of 

the smaller groups such as the Mentawaians who had no significant connection with the 

mainland received a raw deal in realizing of the benefits of independence. Those 

shortcomings were somehow addressed in the regional autonomy policies which followed the 

removal of Suharto from power. The Mentawaians had a double disadvantage, as they were 

not only be subjected to interpretations from a central government but also from a 

Minangkabau provincial government level. This included the cultural significance which was 

seen as mainstream at a provisional level. The remoteness of the Mentawai islands had not 

only resulted in a unique connectivity with their environment has means of survival. They 



also made connectivity with their environment according to their deductions of continuation 

of society.           

Developments of the Mentawai islands, historical research has revealed that, in 

accordance with Mentawaian cultural heritage, the tradition of tattoos was a feature which 

acknowledged locality and served as a signature of individual identity. Perhaps, in a sense, 

the rainforest communities in Mentawai were, in one aspect, more advanced than their 

mainstream ethnic counterparts, as they created permanent, waterproof, non-fading identity 

cards that were engraved on the skin of their community members. The markings were 

important to distinguish different clans and their controlling territories, and thus essential to 

identify friendly and enemy clans in their local environment. Each and every individual 

longhouse had a large area surrounding their uma which was considered their prime hunting 

grounds and where they had their gardens. With gardens is meant taro growing spots and 

buffer grounds between their and neighboring uma and the clan group or extended family and 

acquaintances who were living in the uma. The further the uma was blood related the more 

their tattoo patterns would be different.    

Tattoos were essentially crafted onto individuals’ skin as identity markers which 

could protect them from, for instance, being taken by a member of a non-friendly or even 

hostile clan from another section of the island’s riverine area. Tattoos were also personal 

markers of young members of the clans who had proven their worthiness and courage on 

hunting and food gathering trips. Tattoos were not inked out of a solely personal desire; on 

the contrary, they were promoted by other members in the uma or clan. They would 

recommend that individuals make a mark which distinguished them—similar to, in 

contemporary society, the use of two and three stars to distinguish generals—while at the 

same time serving as a mark of a certain clan’s protection. By sharing their community deeds 

in the uma building, hunting efforts, active in taro planting, active in preparing rituals and 

showing their respect to others, those efforts cumulated in many distinguished uma 

performances which clear the path, encouraged by their fellow uma members  that they ought 

to prepare for their tattoo ritual.  

An appreciation of such heritage tattoos is not held by all members of the younger 

generation, as they are strongly influenced by a global media which permits them to see the 

world through different cultural lenses. Nevertheless, traditional tattoos remain a strong mark 

of high distinction among the older inhabitants and traditionalists especially on Siberut Island 

the island that appears to be the least effected island in the Mentawaian archipelago by 

modernization. Among those who approach tattoos from a contemporary angle, observations 



of contemporary designs of traditional tattoos suggest that they are considered trendy body 

art, a fashion statement eagerly taken up by contemporary urban dwellers, acclaimed tattoo 

artists, and tourists who have come to the islands for its exotica and natural beauty. 

What makes traditional Mentawai tattoos stand apart from contemporary-inspired 

tattoos are the rituals that precede the application of the traditional tattoos and the inner social 

psychological meanings attached to the designs. These rituals include an initial offering, 

made in advance of the application of the tattoos, of a small boar in an effort to avoid any 

social obstacles and to gratify the ancestral spirits. Several days are required to collect the 

right plant leaves for the ritual in the surrounding forests; these natural resources are used in 

the preparation and readying of the simple tools needed and, especially, as ingredients for the 

ink used by the tattooists.  

 Forest leaves are an important signature in their religious thoughts on Arat 

Sabulangan, which literally translates as “the tradition of a bouquet of leaves”.  Arat means 

tradition and Sabulangan means leaves or better a collection of leaves of as at least a dozen 

different types are collected by the Kerei. Any religious event rituals always call for the use 

of leaves which are believed to connect the people with the Almighty or referred to as Ulau 

Manua. Sabulungan can be seen to urge a balance between nature and humans. A belief 

system which suggests the environment, including plants, water, rocks and animals, are part 

of the human existence. 

 In the Mentawaian tribal belief the forest are favorite places for the spirits to 

dwelling in, which are best to be respected. If not, misfortune will be encountered for the one 

who violates their habitat. There are three principle divine Spirits revered in Sabulungan 

teachings. The first is Tai Kalelu, the divine spirit of forests and mountains. Traditionally, 

before the hunt commences always a short praying is dedicated to this particular beneficial 

Spirit. The second is Leubagat Tai, who presents the Spirit of the sea. While the third 

principle Spirit Tai Kamanua, or the Spirit of the sky and of the rain indicating to be the  

ultimate giver of life. As without the supply of water no one can survive.   

Arat Sabulungan is traditionally used as the norm in the determination of all human 

relationships with nature and the special inner relationship with the Spirits. Nature is highly 

respected by the Mentawai tribe also in connection with animals because they believe that 

they have a soul which has an immense power which if disturbed will bring disaster. 

Fraternity among the Mentawaian people is very high. For anyone who violates basic 

behaviour of upsetting the harmony will be punished in consultation with the uma. The 

Mentawaians believe that if there is one who violates those elementary deeds, it will all be 



affected. The tattoo traditions are highly connected with Arat Sabulungan as it is a 

manifestation of providing protection among the uma community members.  

The individual being tattooed, who is more or less directed by the community to 

receive the tattoos, must be considered. It requires a psychological readiness for the candidate 

to overcome the throbbing pain and possible fever that follows every stage of the tattoo 

process. Not everyone can bear the anguish of being fully tattooed. Previously, tattooists used 

the hard thorns of certain plants as needles to drive the ink below the surface of the skin. 

Presently, steel needles are used to create clearer tattoos, which do not necessarily reduce the 

pain. In meetings with elders of both genders, who were richly tattooed, they were asked if it 

was possible to bridge customary use and modern artistic interpretation successfully in a 

discourse of Mentawaian tattoos; most replied that the results would not be the same as what 

they were taught by their ancestors. The scope of the research focuses on the Mentawaianness 

and questions the use of tattoos. It raises questions on the diverse interpretation among the 

Mentawaians what it means to be a Mentawaian and why in the current debate among 

Mentawaians it is difficult to get consensus among the Mentawaians in an era of regional 

autonomy when Mentawaians are the prime movers in local political debate and shaping local 

regulations. 

 

Mentawai Culture: Identity and "The Unique and Exotic" 

To understand the construction of Mentawaian culture, it is necessary to trace it back 

in time through the colonial era and specially the New Order period under the Suharto 

regime, which ended less than twenty years ago. Western explorers of Mentawai, including 

social researchers, missionaries and colonial officials, mostly developed a varied and 

unfavorable view of the Mentawaian inhabitants in their historical social constructs. From 

their early accounts, a label of “primitive” or “uncivilized” people emerged. Perhaps such 

representations arose due to the Eurocentric attitude of that particular era of colonial control 

which simultaneously placed colonialist in a position of being cultured. This can be observed, 

for example, in the views of Maass (in Schefold, 1990; Eindhoven, 2002; Wagner, 2003) who 

called the Mentawaians “Liebenswűrdigen Wilden”, indicating an amiable or welcoming 

savage or perhaps depending on interpretation, a wild yet submissive savage. This construct 

of the 'amiable savage' was inspired heavily by impressions on their way of living, which 

entailed a simple form of living and relative harmony, with the rather exotic appearance of 

loincloth, ornate flowers and tattoos (Schefold, 1998: 270-271). A curiosity regarding these 

people and their tattoos encouraged outsiders to visit Mentawai. Of course, this view also 



inspired an idea of civilizing the “savage” Mentawaians to become “one like us”, although 

not necessarily in the same social class. “Savageness”, in the broad sense, is associated with 

the exotic, and the view of the Mentawaians, as an ethnic group with vastly different customs 

and sets of traditions than other ethnic groups in Indonesia, made up the bulk of 

distinctiveness. Their uniqueness, especially their communal life patterns, became in turn an 

attraction for scholars. For example, the uma concept as a socio-political organization was an 

early matter of attention in various studies, both by Western (Loeb, 1928, 1929; Schefold, 

1974, 1985b, 1998, 1991; Persoon and Schefold, 1985; Coronese, 1986; Reeves, 2000) and 

Indonesian researchers (Rudito, 1993, 1999; Rudito and Delfi, 1998; Roza, 1991, 1993). 

Loeb (1928), in his description of Mentawaian identity in the southern part of the 

Mentawai region of Pagai Island, emphasizes the uma (clan), religious, and social 

organizations as important aspects of the inter-related reality of the life of the Mentawaian 

people. According to his observations, the Mentawaians engaged in frequent ritual practices 

in their uma longhouses, which includes the rituals that proceeded tattooing. These rituals 

mainly occurred due to the energetic inspiration of the (Si)kerei, the ritual leader, and the 

inner allegiance of the members at the uma. The kerei was usually well-endowed with tattoos 

and served as an important figure and leader of the rituals as he or she was considered to have 

magical powers, and thus the means to communicate with the supernatural realm, at his or her 

disposal. Knowledge of mantras and spells enabled the sikerei to bridge the human world 

with the supernatural one. Furthermore, Loeb (1929) noted a strong attachment between the 

Mentawaian uma, as seen from its effect of sustainability and role as the center of religious 

life. Loeb as early as almost a century ago describes the diverse traditional rituals or punen 

practiced by the Mentawaians in every uma.  Many of those perhaps have altered little. It is 

likely that the intensity and frequency has reduced significantly as the uma dwellers which 

during the many years of relocations to government settlements have lost the intimate contact 

with nature and likely have wiped out many of the uma tradition and living aspects. However 

the remaining uma of which still a few exists, have become a major magnet for researchers as 

well as some sections of the community, who would like to see some survival of their old 

traditions according to Schefold (2014). 

The originality of Mentawaian culture in religious practices, and its relationship with 

the group, was explored by Schefold is several earlier publications (1974, 1988, 1991). His 

main research (1974) provides an overview of the changes of the 1970s that had occurred in 

Mentawai when he spoke to informars of the past. His descriptions of the identity of 

Mentawaians show the importance of the traditional faith of Arat Sabulungan which is the 



core of their identity. By observing the ritual system of the Mentawai people in Siberut, he 

suggested that the island’s inhabitants search for causes which bring about changes. He 

observed that involuntary development was caused by internal changes, especially in the 

realm of religion and communal uma life. Schefold (1985a) put the uma as an important force 

of Mentawaian life balance while facing the modern world. He indicated the early days of a 

shift to modernity and adaptation of consumerism, changes introduced through modernity 

since the independence of Indonesia which made inroads in the traditional culture of the 

Mentawai people. According to Schefold, this cannot be separated from the environmental 

changes that have occurred. His study showed contrasting attitudes regarding modernity and 

tradition, while indicating that tradition has always been subject to a process of change. 

Conflicting attitudes emerged among scholars as Schefold (1985) considered the Mentawai 

an isolated group, unlike Reeves (2000), who highlighted how mainland contact was 

established well before the colonial era and has been an important venue for outside change. 

In Siberut, Mentawaian cultural identity is shown through rituals that play a major 

role in the life of the Mentawai people. These various rituals not only take a long time to 

perform, but also incur a considerable cost and involve almost all the members of uma. The 

presentations of Mentawaian life by scholars are descriptive-interpretative observations 

obtained through a long and careful review of the ceremony such as a puliaijat ritual of the 

main uma of the ethnic groups in Sakuddei, located at the center of Siberut Island. Schefold 

(1988) saw the rituals’ association with the religious ideas and tattoos of the Siberut 

Mentawaians as an association of the soul and spirit of a person. Impersonal forces, 

intermediaries, ancestor spirits, and myths also implied various taboos to be followed.  

 



 
Fig. 1 Mentawai Si Kerei arranging the collected leaves for a ritual (Private collection, Maskota Delfi) 

  

Other experts, like Stefano Coronese (1986), have also been intrigued by the rituals 

and lives of the Mentawai uma. Coronese focused on the attributes of religious and tribal 

rituals and of the indigenous culture. Various rituals are noted in Mentawai concerning life 

and seasonal cycles. The rituals associated with livelihood activities, such as creating new 

agricultural fields, and the rituals of peace and tattoo making among its members. These 

studies are enriched by historical studies about the arrival of the sasareu (outsiders) such as 

colonial servants, missionaries and traders, which show the relationship of the sasareu and 

the Mentawai people from at least the 17th century. 

 



Fig. 2 Two Si Kerei in a part of the ritual (Private collection, Maskota Delfi) 

The Mentawaians’ relationships with the sasareu cannot be separated from 

development discourse which shows the strong interventions by the state in uma life and 

practices. These cases can be found in the studies of Schefold (1985b), Persoon and Schefold, 

(1985), Wagner (1985), Coronese (1986), Roza (1991), and others. Such scholarly studies 

highlight the importance of considering the cultural aspects of Mentawai in any development 

activities undertaken, so that the Mentawaians are able to adjust to changes associated with 

the implementation of external driven development programs. Those researchers believe the 

changes caused by modernization give the Mentawaian people difficulty in adjusting their 

local values to modern life. In addition, the construction is done by unifying the reason for all 

places in this country, which show a strong ethnic political arrangement of the authority’s 

élite in Padang and Jakarta. 

Another study related to the presence uma as a collection of people who are related by 

patrilineal line in the life of the Mentawaians on Siberut Island was also conducted by 

Ermayanti (1989), who examined the kerei function for the people of South Siberut, 

particularly the Rereiket valley. The kerei appears to hold a very important role in a variety of 

rituals, not only in healing rituals but also in various uma rituals. The kerei, who is normally 

fully tattooed, is the leader in the implementation of the various rituals uma, because of his 

ability as an intermediary for the human world and the worldly realm. Thus, the kerei as an 

individual is also a unique identity marker for all Mentawaians. 
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Fig. 3. A government settlement on Siberut Island    

Fig. 4. A newly built traditional uma on Siberut Island (private collection Maskota Delfi)  

 

The various uma around the settlement of Matotonan are likewise strong Mentawaian 

cultural centers. Roza (1997) was particularly interested in the Mentawaians’ capacity to 

maintain a balanced uma life. According to his observations, to achieve and maintain social 

equilibrium in an uma, communal life with a means of individual self-development (such as 



traditional tattoos), is central. In a subsequent study, Roza (2004) noted the application of 

customary fines or tulou as a form of dispute resolution that emerge in the overall 

community, which cannot be separated from life in the uma group. In his research he did not 

look solely at the relation of tulou in relation to external intervention by the sasareu, as tulou 

concept is external of government regulations (Delfi, 2005). 

Attention to the life and practice of the ritual by the uma, as discussed by Rudito, et al 

(2002) was made in relation to the practice of hunting and consumption patterns in South 

Siberut island. Poaching activities are not only driven by the community’s need for animal 

protein, but also essential parts of the Arat Sabulungan rituals on Siberut. This is 

demonstrated in the closing ceremony of the traditional ritual carried out in the uma, in which 

a hunted prey is important to be shared among the clan members. Preceding the tattoo 

marking usually a small boar is offered, which allows the marking to proceed.  

 

Siberut Uma 

The Mentawai people of Siberut often live in small settlements that consist of a single 

uma (longhouse) and several lalep (small dwellings) to give privacy to the family unit; these 

form a pulaggajat, which is not the same as a village as generally defined in Indonesia 

(Coronese, 1985:102). This is due to the absence of a village chief as a designated leader. The 

pulaggajat is also different from colonially created villages that existed before the 

establishment of the Republic of Indonesia. Therefore, the pulaggajat concept of a village it 

cannot be equated with the Javanese desa or the Minangkabau nagari, Weintre (2015). To 

ask someone where he or she is from, people in Siberut usually say Kaipa pulaggajatnu? or 

‘Where is your home “village”’? Such questions serve as introductions to others, particularly 

fellow Mentawaians, and serve as a general question regarding a person's identity. Tattoos 

traditionally show people’s origins.  

In general in Indonesian society, there is an assumption that everyone has a view of 

their anchor place or kampung asal (Liliweri, 2002:68). For the Mentawaians of Siberut, the 

nature of their origin is in respect to the pulaggajat. A variation, the word laggai, is used by 

the people in the southern part of the Mentawaian archipelago to refer to their place of decent 

and residence. 

In Siberut, ideally each pulaggajat has its own pattern of body tattoos. Differences in 

tattoo patterns indicate a different section in the valley, while there are several dozens of 

valleys on the island.  Those slightly different tattoo patterns are an essential identity marker 

for Mentawaians, who identify their group or uma based on their home section of their valley. 



People whose bodies are tattooed in Siberut consider their tattoos, their identity markers, as 

part of their traditional make-up or dress, especially the kerei and sikebbukat uma or 

longhouse elder. Aman Ranau (pseudonym) a richly adorned traditional Mentawaian, who 

when I visited him in the yard of his sapou (dwelling), was preparing sago-based chicken 

feed. He explained that his tattoos were considered leppei (clothing), just like other 

Mentawaians. As Aman Ranau confirmed, an individual from a pulaggajat or community can 

be identified by their tattoo design, serving as an “identity card” which cannot be falsified or 

expire. Tattoos are usually also intermediaries used to show that someone is not an outsider, 

or sasareu (Ginarti, 1985:58). Their group (Simattawai) could be clearly distinguished from 

the sasareu through the tattoo patterns drawn on their bodies. The pain caused by tattooing 

their body show that the Mentawai people who conducted this practice in the past considered 

tattoos as crucial for their identity and for the unity of the pulaggajat. Each pulaggajat 

applies different tattoos as a trademark identity. As identity markers for the pulaggajat, the 

distinctiveness of tattoos is important because it distinguishes them from other pulaggajat 

groups. The variety of tattoos has also served to prevent members of the same pulaggajat 

(sepulaggajat) from injuring each other during feuds or the prevailing practice of 

headhunting in Mentawai.  

 

 
Fig. 5 Collecting bamboo from the forest. (Private collection, Maskota Delfi) 

In addition to the variety of tattoos that are important to recognize people’s origins in 

the same valley, other identity markers are dialects or agape. The identity of each pulaggajat 

is evident from the tattoo motifs and dialect. Although each pulaggajat in Siberut actually has 

different tattoo motifs, today it is rare to find tattoos made in accordance with pulaggajat-

motifs. After 1954 the practice of applying tattoos was essentially banned by the government 

(Sihombing, 1979; Zakaria, 1996), especially after relocation villages were built. 

In South Siberut it is still possible to find people with tattoos on their bodies in the 

design of their pulaggajat, especially the elderly. Meanwhile, in relocation settlements such 



as Barasi Maileppet, Puro and Muntei, which are inhabited by a mixture of uma and migrants, 

the practice of tattooing the motif of one’s valley of origin has lost its meaning. In Barasi 

Muntei, original tattoo designs, mainly from the valley of the Rereiket river basin and its 

tributaries, can be seen; most of the younger generation in the new settlements, or barasi, 

have parents who came originally from Rereiket valley, but they no longer wish to have 

tattoos with the design of this valley as their parents or grandparents did. Today, if still found, 

Mentawai body tattooing is not always intended to indicate the identity of one’s original 

pulaggajat. Tattoos are instead of mixed design, combining tradition with strong influences 

from contemporary designs, which are generally referred to as tattoo 'styles'. Most young 

people love tattoos 'styles', and sometimes they still use tattooing equipment and materials 

similar to those commonly used by the parents’ generation. 

Thus, personal identity-based pulaggajat motifs of tattoos are increasingly difficult to 

find in Siberut, whereas identity-based dialects tend to be more readily used in daily 

communications. These conditions have led to the question Kaipa pulaggajatnu? becoming a 

general question of politeness, asked as a starting point for the building of a relationship with 

a different social base. The reason for this is that, today, it is increasingly difficult to identify 

someone’s pulaggajat identity as the majority of people have begun to abandon the practice 

of living in their traditional places and tattooing according to their origins; as such, these acts 

have lost their meaning. 

 
Fig.6 Hand tattoo (Private collection, Maskota Delfi) 

 

Conclusion 

This article has exposed a discourse on Mentawaianness and the expressions indicated 

by tattoos. The main focus of this article has raises questions on why there are differences in 

the meaning of Mentawaianness and why, today, this is increasingly debated by different 



groups in the Mentawai community. This study shows that most of the Mentawaian debate is 

in the realm of identity construction and contestation. Modernity and traditionalism are in a 

continues catch up situation, it implicates a process of continuous social change and dynamic 

innovation. The result of the process is a construct of Mentawaianness which has emerged 

from affiliation and subsequent accumulation of adaptations resulting in changing customs in 

the Mentawai community. The Mentawaians themselves have experienced a long process of 

internalization and re-externalization of time and space which has enabled a change of their 

construct in a global social conceptualization.  

This alternation process cannot be separated from the agency that is internalized in the 

Mentawaian social structure, but this agency still has an internalized structural range of 

choices and internal strategies required for the Mentawaians to understand and interpret their 

social world. Options and constructed strategies, including tattoos, have been instruments 

used to design a logic that creates Mentawaian built-in concepts in a variety of discourses and 

language as well as medico-religious and artistic designs as being impregnated in their skin. 

An etic explanation would fall short of words to use as meaning in a different world view 

would perhaps not cover the feelings expressed in those words. Nevertheless we understand 

in comparative studies of other similar tattooing groups that the application of tattoos doesn’t 

only have an aesthetic meaning but a deeper meaning in providing protection, which doesn’t 

translate well in modern concepts except in fringe groups in modern society. An example of 

this would perhaps in some street gangs where it is not unusual to find some sort of initiation 

to become a full member of the group. Tattoos can be part of this initiation process. 

A new era has developed in which external contemporary tattoos have entered 

Mentawai, new mixed settlements have been built, modern identity cards have been issued, 

and the need for sacrificial hunting has largely become part of the past. This contemporary 

era has also blurred the lines of tradition and fashion, giving a new dimension to the 

Mentawaian display on the body and art.  
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