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Abstract: This study examines how Ndempa, a traditional conflict
practice in Bima, Indonesia, has transformed from inter-village
violence into a culturally regulated mechanism that sustains social
cohesion. The research aims to understand the historical roots,
typological variations, and contemporary meanings of Ndempa, as
well as its role in community-based peacebuilding. A qualitative
approach was employed using in-depth interviews, participant
observation, and document analysis. The data were interpreted
through the lenses of conflict theory and phenomenological
sociology to capture both structural and lived dimensions of the
practice. The findings show that Ndempa is not a residual form of
violence but a socially organized arena where conflict is
symbolically expressed, morally regulated, and collectively
understood. Its variations across marriage rituals, youth activities,
and communal celebrations reflect adaptive functions that transmit
values such as bravery, dignity, and solidarity. The study also
introduces the concept of ritualized conflict transformation to
explain how historical tensions are continuously reinterpreted
within cultural boundaries. These insights suggest that conflict,
when embedded in shared practices, can contribute to stability
rather than disruption, offering an alternative perspective for
peacebuilding in culturally plural societies

Keywords: Ndempa, ritualized conflict transformation, indigenous
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Communal conflict continues to pose a persistent challenge to social cohesion in
culturally diverse societies, particularly in postcolonial contexts where historical grievances,
territorial tensions, and identity-based divisions remain embedded in everyday life. Across
Southeast Asia, including Indonesia, such conflicts have often manifested in both large-scale
violence and localized inter-community tensions, especially during periods of political
transition and socio-economic instability. However, recent scholarship has increasingly
questioned state-centric and externally driven models of conflict resolution, emphasizing
instead the importance of culturally embedded and community-based approaches that are
grounded in local knowledge systems and moral frameworks (Diprose, 2020; Lee & Nasrullah,
2024; Tadjoeddin & Chowdhury, 2022).

Within this evolving body of literature, indigenous rituals and culturally regulated
practices have gained attention as alternative mechanisms of peacebuilding and social
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regulation. Rather than being understood merely as remnants of pre-modern traditions, such
practices are increasingly recognized as dynamic systems through which communities negotiate
identity, manage tensions, and sustain long-term social cohesion (Aditya et al., 2023; Gena &
Jarra, 2023). In particular, ritualized forms of conflict—where antagonistic actions are
symbolically enacted within culturally bounded norms—offer a paradoxical yet productive
space in which hostility is simultaneously expressed and contained. Studies in various contexts
have shown that these practices function not as catalysts of violence, but as mechanisms of
emotional release, boundary maintenance, and collective meaning-making (Sukma &
Panggabean, 2021; Wiryono & Susanto, 2022).

Despite this growing scholarly interest, existing research on indigenous peacebuilding
has predominantly focused on post-conflict reconciliation processes or on ritual practices as
relatively static cultural performances. Less attention has been paid to how ritualized conflict
is transformed, reinterpreted, and sustained as a living mechanism of social cohesion across
generations, particularly in relation to historical memory, moral regulation, and local systems
of meaning. Furthermore, there remains a notable gap in studies that integrate historical
analysis, typological differentiation, and phenomenological interpretation within a single
analytical framework, especially in the context of Eastern Indonesia.

The Ndempa tradition in Bima, West Nusa Tenggara, represents a compelling yet
underexplored case within this gap. Historically rooted in inter-village conflict between Ngali
and Renda, Ndempa has evolved from a form of physical confrontation into a culturally
regulated ritual characterized by symbolic performance, ethical restraint, and communal
participation. While local narratives and limited ethnographic accounts have documented its
existence (Idrus, 2016), There is a lack of systematic scholarly inquiry that examines how
Ndempa operates as a transformed cultural mechanism that simultaneously preserves conflict
memory and produces social cohesion.

Addressing this gap requires an approach that moves beyond descriptive ethnography
toward a more integrative and interpretive analysis. Drawing on phenomenological sociology
(Schutz, 1967), this study centers the lived experiences and subjective interpretations of
community members to understand how Ndempa is perceived, enacted, and redefined within
contemporary social contexts. At the same time, it engages with conflict theory (Coser, 1956;
Dahrendorf, 2007) and indigenous peacebuilding literature to situate the ritual within broader
debates on social transformation and cultural resilience.

This study argues that Ndempa exemplifies a process that can be conceptualized as
ritualized conflict transformation—a culturally embedded mechanism through which
historically rooted antagonism is reconfigured into symbolic performance, moral regulation,
and social cohesion. By integrating historical, typological, and phenomenological perspectives,
the study moves beyond viewing ritual conflict as either residual violence or symbolic
expression, and instead positions it as an active and adaptive system of conflict transformation.

Based on this framework, the study addresses the following research questions:

1) How have the historical roots and typological forms of the Ndempa tradition

evolved over time?

2) What cultural values are embedded in Ndempa, and how do these values

inform local mechanisms of conflict transformation and social cohesion?

By doing so, this study contributes to the literature in three key ways. First, it provides
an empirically grounded analysis of an underexplored indigenous tradition in Eastern
Indonesia. Second, it advances a conceptual understanding of ritualized conflict as a dynamic
mechanism of peacebuilding rather than a residual cultural form. Third, it offers broader
implications for international discussions on culturally grounded approaches to conflict
transformation, particularly in plural and postcolonial societies where formal institutional
interventions often fail to resonate with local realities.
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Theoretical Framework
Conflict, Culture, and Social Transformation

Scholarly discourse on communal conflict has gradually moved from viewing conflict
solely as a destructive force to understanding its potential for social transformation, particularly
when embedded in cultural and ritual practices (Coser, 1956; Rakhmani & Subkhan, 2021).
Conflict theory, notably articulated by Ralf Dahrendorf, suggests that structural tensions and
power struggles are intrinsic to all societies. Yet, in localized settings, these struggles may
manifest in ritualized or symbolic forms, often serving functions beyond aggression—such as
reinforcing identity or maintaining equilibrium between social groups (Chakma, 2026;
Dahrendorf, 2007).

In Indonesia, studies on localized conflict frequently highlight ethno-religious tensions
in places like Ambon or Poso (Diprose, 2020), but they tend to overlook smaller-scale ritual
confrontations like Ndempa. Ritual conflict—where community aggression is expressed within
cultural boundaries—deserves deeper theoretical and empirical scrutiny. For example, Wiryono
and Susanto (2022) analyzed symbolic fighting in East Nusa Tenggara, showing how ritualized
aggression functions as catharsis and social order maintenance, rather than incitement to
violence.

Indigenous Rituals and Community-based Peacebuilding

Recent literature emphasizes the role of indigenous traditions in conflict mediation and
social reconciliation. Tadjoeddin and Chowdhury (2022) argue for a decolonizing lens in
peacebuilding, advocating for local agency and customary frameworks in conflict-prone
regions. In a similar vein, Aditya et al. (2023) illustrate how indigenous ritual in Kalimantan
operates as a mechanism of healing, reaffirming communal ties after communal tension and
social fragmentation.

Beyond their symbolic dimension, indigenous rituals also function as forms of moral
regulation that shape how communities negotiate tension, restore trust, and maintain social
balance. In many local societies, peace is not achieved solely through formal mediation or legal
intervention, but through repeated communal practices that reaffirm shared identity and
collective responsibility. Ritual participation allows individuals to express emotions, reaffirm
social belonging, and reestablish relationships within culturally recognized boundaries. As
noted in recent peacebuilding studies, culturally grounded practices often possess a stronger
social legitimacy because they emerge from the lived experiences and historical memory of the
community itself rather than from external institutional frameworks (Bourhrous & O’Driscoll,
2023; Brigg & Walker, 2020). This perspective suggests that indigenous rituals should not be
viewed merely as inherited traditions, but as active social mechanisms through which
communities continuously sustain coexistence and social cohesion.

However, most of these studies focus on ritual in the post-conflict phase. The Ndempa
tradition is distinctive in that it embodies both the memory of historical grievances and a
performative transformation of violence into shared identity. Rather than functioning only after
conflict has ended, Ndempa provides a recurring cultural space where tension, memory, and
communal relationships are collectively negotiated through symbolic action. This duality of
function, as both remnant and remedy, has not been extensively explored in the literature,
making it a significant object of inquiry.
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Phenomenology and Local Meaning-making

Understanding rituals like Ndempa requires an interpretive approach that centers on the
actors’ own perspectives and lived experiences. Phenomenology offers a methodological and
epistemological lens to do this. Schutz (1967) emphasized that social reality must be interpreted
through the subjective meanings attributed by social actors. Studies that use phenomenological
approaches in conflict contexts, such as Lee and Nasrullah (2024), have shown that rituals are
not only performed but are experienced with deep emotional and historical layers that shape
group memory and identity.

A phenomenological perspective is particularly relevant for examining ritualized
conflict because the meaning of the ritual cannot be separated from how participants experience
and interpret it within everyday social life. Actions that may appear aggressive or
confrontational from an outside perspective may carry very different meanings for community
members who participate in the ritual. Through repeated participation, individuals internalize
shared understandings regarding courage, dignity, emotional restraint, and collective
responsibility. In this sense, meaning is not produced individually but emerges through
intersubjective experience and communal interaction. Ritual, therefore, becomes a socially
learned framework through which emotions, memory, and identity are continuously interpreted
and reproduced across generations.

Recent phenomenological studies further suggest that ritual participation produces
embodied forms of meaning that connect personal emotion with collective identity (Cain &
Scrivner, 2022). Emotional expressions such as pride, fear, tension, and solidarity are
experienced not as isolated feelings, but as part of a shared social reality that is reinforced
through communal practice. This perspective helps explain why rituals often persist even within
changing social environments, since their significance is continually renewed through lived
experience and collective interpretation.

Yet, few phenomenological studies have examined ritualized conflict in Eastern
Indonesia. This absence presents a critical research gap, particularly in understanding how
community members internalize Ndempa not as conflict in the modern sense, but as a moral
and social script closely connected to dignity (maja labo dahu), communal cohesion, and
cultural continuity.

Theoretical Integration and Analytical Framework

This study draws upon three interrelated conceptual perspectives to examine the
Ndempa tradition as a cultural mechanism of conflict transformation. First, conflict theory,
particularly the works of Coser and Dahrendorf, provides a structural lens to situate Ndempa
within broader systems of power, rivalry, and social fragmentation. These theorists argue that
conflict is not merely destructive but can serve functional roles in maintaining or transforming
social order. In the context of Ndempa, such insights help illuminate how historical legacies—
especially those shaped by Dutch colonial divide-and-rule policies—created conditions for
inter-village antagonism that were later ritualized and absorbed into local cultural practices.

Second, the study is grounded in phenomenological sociology, as developed by Alfred
Schutz, which prioritizes the subjective experiences and motivations of individuals
participating in cultural practices. This perspective is essential for uncovering how local actors
ascribe meaning to Ndempa, viewing it not simply as a spectacle of aggression but as an
embodied expression of honor, communal dignity, and moral justice. Schutz's emphasis on
intersubjectivity and “stocks of knowledge” allows the analysis to attend to the symbolic depth
and moral rationalities that participants bring into the ritual.

Finally, the study engages with literature on cultural peacebuilding, drawing from the
insights of Tadjoeddin and Chowdhury as well as Sukma and Panggabean. This body of work
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emphasizes the role of indigenous and community-based traditions in mitigating violence and
sustaining social harmony in post-conflict contexts. Within this framework, Ndempa is
interpreted as a transformed, non-lethal form of negotiation—a ritual that now channels past
hostility into symbolic performance and intergroup cooperation. It offers a local model of
peacebuilding that is culturally resonant, adaptive, and capable of reinforcing social cohesion
across generations. Then, the analytical framework of this study is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1
The Study Analytical Framework
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Figure 1 shows a framework for how the Ndempa tradition evolves from a colonial
legacy of structural conflict into a site of cultural cohesion through embedded values and ritual
reconfiguration. It positions Ndempa as a hybrid space—containing past trauma, present
identity, and future peace potential.

Methodology
Research Approach and Design

This study adopted a qualitative research approach grounded in a phenomenological
design to explore the lived experiences and cultural interpretations of the Ndempa tradition in
Bima, Indonesia. The phenomenological orientation was chosen due to its emphasis on
understanding how individuals experience, remember, and assign meaning to social phenomena
within their cultural contexts. In the case of Ndempa, a tradition that blends elements of
historical conflict, ritualized aggression, and communal identity, a phenomenological lens
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enabled a deeper exploration of the values and meanings embedded in the practice. Drawing on
Alfred Schutz’s interpretive phenomenology, the research focused not only on actions and
events, but on how social actors perceive and internalize them within the structures of everyday
consciousness (Etzrodt, 2020; Schutz, 1967). Such an approach was essential for uncovering
how Ndempa has transformed from a colonial-era inter-village conflict into a contemporary
ritual of symbolic expression and cohesion. The research design was thus not limited to
collecting descriptions, but centered on uncovering subjective experiences and shared cultural
narratives that shape the ongoing relevance of Ndempa in community life.

Participants and Sampling

Participants were selected using purposive sampling strategies, targeting individuals
who possessed first-hand experience with or historical-cultural knowledge about the Ndempa
tradition. The selection criteria included involvement in Ndempa either as active participants,
local leaders, custodians of oral tradition, or administrative figures who had dealt with its
contemporary forms. A total of 18 informants were involved in the study, comprising traditional
leaders, elderly villagers, young male participants, cultural observers, religious figures, and
local government representatives. The participants came from both Ngali and Renda villages,
ensuring the inclusion of perspectives from both historically involved communities. The
diversity of roles and generational backgrounds among participants provided a multilayered
understanding of the phenomenon. Additionally, snowball sampling was employed to identify
other relevant informants during fieldwork, especially those who held undocumented historical
knowledge or who had been direct witnesses to past conflicts and rituals. This combination of

purposive and snowball techniques helped ensure data richness and contextual diversity
(Palinkas et al., 2015).

Instruments and Data Collection Techniques

Multiple instruments and techniques were employed to collect qualitative data that
captured both the historical roots and contemporary interpretations of Ndempa. The primary
instrument was the semi-structured interview, which allowed the researcher to guide
conversations while giving participants the freedom to narrate their experiences, thoughts, and
reflections in their own terms. Interviews explored themes such as the history of Ndempa, its
typological variations, perceived meanings, emotional significance, and community norms
surrounding participation. These were conducted in either the local Bima language or Bahasa
Indonesia, depending on participant preference, and were audio-recorded with consent before
being transcribed verbatim for analysis.

In addition to interviews, the study employed participant observation techniques during
ritual events and informal community gatherings. These observations enabled the researcher to
witness firsthand the physical arrangements, social interactions, and symbolic gestures
surrounding Ndempa-related events. Field notes were taken continuously to document
contextual details, body language, and environmental cues that might not emerge through
interviews alone. The third instrument was documentary analysis, which included reviewing
local archives, family-held manuscripts, colonial-era letters, and village records related to land
disputes and historical conflicts. These documents provided background on the transformation
of Ndempa from a postcolonial resistance ritual to a communal cultural practice. Reflexive
journals maintained by the researcher helped monitor personal biases, emotional responses, and
emergent themes during the data collection phase.
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Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using a phenomenological thematic analysis approach, drawing
specifically from the steps proposed by Moustakas (1994). The process began with
horizontalization, where all significant statements from interviews and fieldnotes were treated
with equal value before identifying core meaning units. These units were then clustered into
themes that reflected the participants shared perceptions and values. The next steps involved
writing textural descriptions (what participants experienced) and structural descriptions (the
contexts and conditions under which they experienced them). The synthesis of these
descriptions enabled the researcher to construct a composite narrative—the “essence”—of what
Ndempa meant to the communities involved.

To support the analytical rigor of this study, the study used NVivo 12 software to
manage and code all qualitative data, including interview transcripts, observation notes, and
archival materials. The initial stage involved open coding, where key phrases and expressions—
such as “berani” (bravery), “harga diri” (dignity), and “kebersamaan” (togetherness)—were
tagged and categorized without imposing a predefined structure. As the coding progressed,
patterns began to emerge across informants and contexts, which allowed for the development
of more focused axial codes. NVivo’s matrix query tool was particularly useful in mapping how
specific values (e.g., solidarity or restraint) were associated with different ritual forms of
Ndempa (e.g., Tapagala, Kampo, or Panen). Hierarchical node trees were then created to
structure the themes, showing the layered relationship between typologies, embedded cultural
values, and peacebuilding functions. The final themes were confirmed through cross-source
triangulation and repeated coding cycles, ensuring that the analysis remained grounded in
participant meaning while producing interpretive clarity. Finally, triangulation across
interviews, observations, and archival sources enhanced analytical reliability, while peer
debriefing with two academic reviewers helped ensure interpretive validity.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations were carefully observed throughout the research process,
following established guidelines for studies involving indigenous and community-based
participants (Newman et al., 2021). Before data collection began, all participants received a
clear explanation of the study’s aims, procedures, and their rights, including the option to
remain anonymous and to withdraw at any time without consequence. Consent was obtained
either verbally or in written form, taking into account differences in literacy and local cultural
practices. To protect confidentiality, pseudonyms were used in all transcripts and publications.
Ethical approval was granted by the Institutional Review Board of Universitas Islam Negeri
Datokarama Palu, Indonesia (Approval No. 127, June 11, 2025). All research data were stored
securely and accessed only by members of the research team. Attention to these procedures also
reflected an effort to respect participants as contributors to knowledge rather than merely as
sources of data (Israel & Hay, 2006).

Findings

The analysis of interview transcripts, observation notes, and historical documents
reveals that the Ndempa tradition has transformed across time from a form of ritualized violence
into a meaningful, symbolic practice that fosters communal identity and peace. Four interrelated
themes emerged: the historical roots of Ndempa, its evolving typologies, the embedded cultural
values, and its function as a mechanism for peacebuilding. Each theme is supported by excerpts
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from informants and field observations to illustrate the lived experience and subjective
meanings of Ndempa as articulated by the Bimanese community.

Historical Roots of Ndempa: From Colonial Divide to Local Resistance

Interviews with elders and traditional leaders revealed that the origins of Ndempa were
deeply entwined with Dutch colonial policies that exacerbated village rivalries. One of the
oldest informants, “Mr. S” (age 80, Ngali elder), stated:

“The Dutch deliberately provoked Ngali and Renda. They knew we
were strong when united. So, they redrew land boundaries and spread
slander.”

Another elder from Renda village similarly recalled how colonial interventions
intensified social fragmentation between neighboring communities:

“Our grandparents used to tell us that disputes became worse after the
colonial government interfered with village territories. People began to
distrust one another, and small problems quickly turned into hostility.”
(Mr. H, age 74, Renda elder)

These accounts suggest that Ndempa emerged not merely from spontaneous communal
aggression but from a historically conditioned environment shaped by territorial manipulation
and political division. Archival documents further corroborate these memories, indicating that
in the early twentieth century, colonial authorities strategically altered land administration
systems to weaken alliances among local communities. Conflict over territory and betrayal
gradually became embedded in collective memory, providing the emotional foundation from
which Ndempa later developed as both an outlet for aggression and a symbolic assertion of
communal dignity.

Several participants also emphasized that the memory of past conflict continues to
influence how Ndempa is understood today, although its meaning has shifted over time. As
explained by a traditional leader:

“In the past, people joined Ndempa with real anger because the wounds
between villages were still fresh. Today, we continue the ritual not to
continue hatred, but to remember our shared history.” (Mr. T,
traditional leader)

During fieldwork, village elders frequently pointed to the ruins of an old Dutch
observation post, symbolically referred to by local residents as “the place where blood first
broke.” The site was repeatedly mentioned during conversations and ritual gatherings,
reflecting how historical memory remains spatially and emotionally embedded within
community consciousness. One participant described the location as follows:

“Whenever young people ask about the history of Ndempa, the elders
bring them to that place. It reminds us that conflict once separated us,
but tradition now teaches us how to remain connected.” (Mr. B, cultural
custodian)

These narratives indicate that Ndempa functions not only as a ritual performance but
also as a living medium through which historical trauma, collective memory, and communal
identity are continuously interpreted and transmitted across generations.

Typology of Ndempa: From Aggression to Symbolism
The study identified three major variations of Ndempa that continue to serve different
social and cultural purposes within the community: Ndempa Tapagala, Ndempa Kampo, and

Ndempa Panen. Although all three forms originate from the same ritual tradition, each reflects
a different context of participation, emotional expression, and communal meaning. The
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diversity of these forms demonstrates how Ndempa has gradually adapted to changing social
needs while preserving its symbolic connection to collective identity and social cohesion.

Ndempa Tapagala is commonly performed during wedding ceremonies, particularly
when the groom’s entourage arrives at the bride’s village. In this setting, symbolic confrontation
takes place between young men from both sides. Participants described the ritual not as
hostility, but as a public expression of respect and honor between families. One young
participant explained:

“We push each other and shout loudly, but nobody sees it as hatred. It
is part of showing respect to the bride’s family. Without Ndempa, the
wedding would feel incomplete.” (Mr. R, youth participant)

Another participant emphasized the emotional atmosphere surrounding the ritual:
“People may appear angry during the performance, but afterward
everyone laughs together. The ritual creates excitement and brings both
families closer.” (Mr. F, wedding participant)

Field observations further revealed that movements during Ndempa Tapagala were
carefully controlled. Elders closely supervised the participants to ensure that no one crossed
accepted moral boundaries. In this context, symbolic aggression functioned less as
confrontation and more as a socially recognized performance of dignity and communal pride.

Ndempa Kampo, by contrast, is associated with youth initiation and character formation.
In Ngali village, teenage boys were observed training several weeks before the ritual under the
guidance of senior community members. The training sessions focused not only on physical
readiness but also on emotional discipline and obedience to customary rules. A former Ndempa
leader stated:

“This is not simply about fighting. Young people are taught patience
and self-control. If someone loses their temper, the elders immediately
remind them of the rules.” (Mr. Y, former Ndempa master)

A younger participant similarly reflected on the experience:

“Before joining Ndempa Kampo, we are taught how to respect
opponents and control emotions. Courage is important, but respect is
more important.” (Mr. D, youth participant)

These accounts indicate that Ndempa Kampo operates as an informal educational space
where values such as restraint, discipline, and responsibility are transmitted across generations.
Participation is therefore understood not merely as physical involvement, but as moral
preparation for adulthood within the community.

Ndempa Panen, which is performed after harvest celebrations, represents the most
festive and communal variation of the ritual. Unlike the more structured atmosphere of
Tapagala and Kampo, this form is characterized by humor, music, dramatic acting, and
collective celebration. During field observations, participants from different villages were seen
sharing meals and exchanging jokes shortly after the symbolic confrontation ended. One farmer
described the atmosphere as follows:

“During Ndempa Panen, people laugh more than they fight. Everyone
joins because it is part of celebrating the harvest together.” (Mr. L,
farmer participant)

Another community member explained:

“The purpose is togetherness. After months of working in the fields,
Ndempa Panen gives people a chance to celebrate as one community.”
(Mrs. S, community elder)

The atmosphere observed during these celebrations resembled cultural theater more

than actual combat. Symbolic gestures of confrontation were quickly followed by collective
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interaction, suggesting that the ritual has increasingly shifted toward expressions of solidarity
and communal enjoyment. Then, the summary of Ndempa typologies is presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Evolving Typologies of Ndempa
Typology Context Purpose Observed Features
Wedding Symbolic respect between Controlled movements, honor-
Tapagala s
ceremony families based roles
Kampo Youth initiation Dlsc1p11nsoe$(rioeltmot10nal Elder-led training, strict codes
Panen Harvest Collective joy and solidarity Dramatic acting, laughter, shared

celebration meals

Embedded Cultural Values: Bravery, Solidarity, and Self-Control

Thematic analysis revealed five recurring cultural values embedded within the practice
of Ndempa: bravery, solidarity, dignity, emotional control, and symbolic entertainment. These
values appeared consistently across participants from different generations and social
backgrounds, suggesting that Ndempa functions not only as a ritual performance but also as a
medium for transmitting moral expectations and communal identity.

Bravery, locally associated with the idea of kalembo ade, was frequently described as
an important marker of maturity and communal pride. For many young men, participation in
Ndempa represented a personal test of courage rather than a competition for victory. One
participant explained:

“If you have never joined Ndempa, people feel that you are not yet fully
mature as a man in this village. But the real challenge is not about
defeating others. It is about facing your own fear.” (Mr. A, 19-year-old
participant)

Another young participant expressed a similar understanding of courage:

“When I entered the ritual for the first time, I was nervous and afraid.
The elders told me that bravery means staying calm and respecting
others even when emotions become intense.” (Mr. D, youth participant)

These reflections indicate that bravery within Ndempa is closely connected to emotional
discipline and social responsibility rather than physical domination. Participants repeatedly
emphasized that respect and self-restraint were more important than aggression.

Solidarity also emerged as a central value throughout the ritual process. Preparation for
Ndempa involved collective participation from the wider community, including women, elders,
and family members who contributed through cooking, organizing, preparing clothing, and
advising younger participants. During observations in Renda village, women were actively
involved in guiding and encouraging participants before the ritual began. One elder woman
advised the young fighters by saying:

“Do not feel ashamed if you lose, but never behave in a way that
embarrasses your family. Honor is more important than victory.” (Mrs.
S, community elder)

Another participant highlighted the communal atmosphere surrounding the
preparations:

“Ndempa 1is never prepared by individuals alone. Everyone helps
because the ritual belongs to the whole village, not only to the fighters.”
(Mrs. R, family member)
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These communal activities created a sense of collective ownership over the ritual and
reinforced social bonds between families and generations. The involvement of women and
elders further demonstrated that the meaning of Ndempa extends beyond physical performance
into broader forms of moral guidance and social participation.

Self-control and restraint were perhaps the most strongly emphasized values in
contemporary Ndempa practices. Participants consistently explained that uncontrolled anger
was considered a violation of customary ethics and could damage the meaning of the ritual
itself. During one observed event, a participant who struck another person too aggressively was
immediately separated by elders and publicly reminded to remain calm. A former participant
reflected on this norm:

“A respected participant is not the strongest person, but the one who
knows how to control emotions. If someone becomes truly angry, the
ritual loses its purpose.” (Mr. F, former participant)

A traditional leader similarly stated:

“Ndempa teaches people how to express courage without hatred. That
is why the elders always supervise the ritual closely.” (Mr. T, traditional
leader)

These accounts suggest that emotional regulation functions as a moral foundation within
Ndempa. Expressions of tension and confrontation are permitted, but they remain carefully
controlled through shared cultural expectations and collective supervision. In this sense, the
ritual transforms potentially destructive emotions into socially meaningful forms of interaction
that reinforce dignity, restraint, and communal cohesion.

Ndempa as a Cultural Mechanism for Peacebuilding

Although Ndempa originated from a history of communal confrontation, it now
functions as a cultural mechanism that promotes social harmony, collective identity, and
intergenerational learning. Participants consistently described the ritual as an important medium
through which values of responsibility, courage, loyalty, and mutual respect are transmitted
within the community. Its transformation reflects what Lederach (2005) describes as the moral
imagination of communities that reinterpret past conflict through practices of coexistence and
shared cultural meaning.

Several local leaders explained that Ndempa is increasingly used as a form of informal
character education for younger generations. A school teacher stated:

“Our children learn important values from Ndempa such as
responsibility, loyalty, courage, and self-control. It is a living form of
character education.” (Mr. N, school teacher)

A youth participant similarly explained that the ritual had changed the way younger
people understood conflict:

“We no longer see Ndempa as a fight between enemies. For us, it is part
of our identity and a way to maintain relationships between villages.”
(Mr. L, university student)

These perspectives suggest that the ritual no longer functions primarily as an outlet for
hostility, but as a shared social practice that strengthens communal belonging and mutual
recognition. Participation in Ndempa allows younger generations to engage with cultural
history while learning moral boundaries and collective responsibility.

Community leaders also emphasized that the continuation of Ndempa depends on
maintaining ethical and religious values within the ritual process. During field observations,
local police officers and religious leaders were present throughout the ceremonies, not to
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suppress the ritual, but to ensure that participants remained respectful and disciplined. One
religious figure explained:

“We attend the ritual to remind participants that courage must always

be balanced with respect and self-control. Tradition should strengthen

social harmony, not create new conflict.” (Mr. K, local religious leader)

A village official expressed a similar view:

“When Ndempa is organized properly, tensions between communities

become smaller because people feel connected through shared

tradition.” (Mr. B, village official)

The presence of customary leaders, religious figures, and local authorities reflects a
collaborative effort to preserve Ndempa as a socially constructive cultural institution. Rather
than opposing local tradition, these groups actively participate in shaping its ethical boundaries
and contemporary meaning.

Field observations further showed that moments of symbolic confrontation were often
followed by collective interaction, including communal meals, conversation, and shared
celebration between participants from different villages. These interactions created
opportunities for emotional release, reconciliation, and social bonding within a controlled
cultural setting. One elder participant reflected on this transformation:

“In earlier times, people carried real anger into Ndempa. Today, the
ritual reminds us that we share the same history and must continue
living together peacefully.” (Mr. T, traditional elder)

These findings indicate that peacebuilding within Ndempa does not emerge through the
elimination of conflict symbolism, but through the collective regulation of emotion, behavior,
and moral responsibility. The ritual provides a culturally recognized space where tension can
be expressed, controlled, and transformed into forms of solidarity and coexistence. In this sense,
Ndempa continues to function as a dynamic institution that connects historical memory with
contemporary practices of social cohesion.

Discussion

This study reveals that the transformation of Ndempa cannot be understood merely as a
shift from violence to non-violence, but rather as a deeper cultural reconfiguration of how
conflict is interpreted, enacted, and sustained within the community. The findings demonstrate
that Ndempa has evolved into a socially regulated arena in which antagonistic expressions are
not eliminated but symbolically reframed through shared norms, moral expectations, and
collective participation. This transformation suggests that conflict, within certain cultural
settings, is not necessarily resolved through suppression or institutional intervention, but
through processes of reinterpretation that are embedded in everyday social practice (Rakhmani
& Subkhan, 2021). Recent scholarship in cultural peacebuilding similarly emphasizes that
everyday ritual practices can function as socially embedded mechanisms for regulating
collective tension and sustaining communal coexistence, particularly in postcolonial societies
where local cultural systems remain central to social organization (Bourhrous & O’Driscoll,
2023; Edler et al., 2026). This finding challenges the assumption that conflict must be
minimized or eliminated in order to achieve social cohesion, pointing instead to the possibility
that regulated forms of conflict may actively sustain social stability.

From the perspective of classical conflict theory, the findings confirm the argument that
conflict can contribute to social cohesion when it is structured within normative boundaries
(Coser, 1956; Dahrendorf, 2007). Lewis Coser emphasized that controlled forms of conflict
may reinforce group identity and strengthen internal solidarity. The case of Ndempa supports
this proposition, yet it also extends it by demonstrating that conflict may be intentionally
transformed into a cultural institution that carries moral and symbolic functions beyond
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cohesion alone. Rather than functioning only as a mechanism of boundary maintenance,
Ndempa operates as a medium through which communities actively reshape the meaning of
historical antagonism. In this sense, conflict is not simply contained but redefined as a
legitimate and meaningful social practice. This finding resonates with recent sociological
discussions arguing that ritualized forms of controlled confrontation may strengthen social
resilience by transforming antagonism into culturally recognized interaction rather than open
hostility (Cain & Scrivner, 2022; Whitehouse, 2024). This extension suggests that classical
conflict theory may underestimate the capacity of communities to institutionalize conflict as a
culturally productive force rather than merely a structural outcome.

This reinterpretation becomes clearer when viewed through the lens of contemporary
peacebuilding scholarship. Recent studies have highlighted the importance of indigenous and
culturally grounded approaches in managing social tensions, particularly in postcolonial
societies where externally imposed models often fail to resonate with local realities (Diprose,
2020; Lee & Nasrullah, 2024; Tadjoeddin & Chowdhury, 2022). The findings of this study
align with this body of work, but they also reveal a more fundamental distinction. While much
of the existing literature frames indigenous practices as mechanisms of reconciliation after
conflict has occurred, Ndempa illustrates a form of ongoing cultural regulation in which conflict
is continuously expressed and managed within ritual boundaries (Sukma & Panggabean, 2021).
This suggests that peacebuilding, in this context, is not episodic but embedded in the routine
practices of community life, thereby complicating the assumption that peace emerges only after
conflict is resolved. Similar patterns have been identified in recent studies of indigenous
communities where peace is maintained through recurring symbolic practices, collective
memory, and locally negotiated moral norms rather than through formal institutional
intervention alone (Brigg & Walker, 2020; Heersmink, 2023).

Building on this insight, the study advances the concept of ritualized conflict
transformation to explain how historically rooted tensions are converted into symbolic
performance, moral regulation, and intergenerational transmission of social values. This
concept contributes to the literature by shifting the analytical focus from conflict resolution
toward conflict reconfiguration. Unlike conventional models that emphasize negotiation,
mediation, or institutional settlement, ritualized conflict transformation highlights the role of
culturally sustained practices in maintaining social equilibrium (Wiryono & Susanto, 2022). In
this sense, it should not be understood as a variation of existing peacebuilding approaches, but
as a conceptual shift that redefines conflict as a continuous and culturally mediated process
rather than a problem to be settled. The findings show that such transformation is made possible
through repeated participation, shared understanding, and collective enforcement of ethical
limits, ensuring that the ritual remains both controlled and meaningful.

The phenomenological dimension of the study further enriches this interpretation.
Drawing on Alfred Schutz, the findings illustrate that the meaning of Ndempa is constructed
through the lived experiences of its participants (Schutz, 1967). What may appear as aggression
from an external perspective is understood internally as a performance of dignity, courage, and
respect. This shift in perception reflects the role of intersubjectivity in shaping social reality,
where shared meanings are continuously negotiated and reaffirmed through practice (Etzrodt,
2020). Contemporary phenomenological studies likewise demonstrate that ritual participation
produces embodied forms of social understanding in which emotions, memory, and collective
identity are experienced through repeated communal interaction (Cain & Scrivner, 2022;
Rincén-unigarro et al., 2025). At the same time, it complicates conventional distinctions
between violence and harmony by demonstrating that expressions of conflict may function as
forms of ethical communication within culturally recognized boundaries.
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At the same time, the study extends phenomenological perspectives by demonstrating
that meaning-making in ritual contexts is not only interpretive but also regulatory. The
continuity of Ndempa depends on a collective agreement regarding its purpose and limits.
Emotional expressions such as anger and pride are not suppressed but guided through culturally
defined norms. This supports recent findings in qualitative research that emphasize the role of
ritual in structuring emotional experience and maintaining social order (EI-Soussi, 2025). In the
case of Ndempa, emotional regulation becomes a central mechanism through which conflict is
transformed into a socially productive force, suggesting that emotional expression in conflict
settings can reinforce rather than undermine collective cohesion.

The identification of three typological forms of Ndempa provides further evidence of its
adaptive character. Tapagala, Kampo, and Panen represent differentiated expressions of the
same underlying logic, each embedded in specific social contexts such as marriage, youth
formation, and communal celebration. These forms illustrate that ritualized conflict is not static
but responsive to the changing needs of the community. Recent cultural studies further suggest
that adaptive ritual systems tend to survive across generations because they remain flexible
enough to accommodate shifting social expectations while preserving symbolic continuity
(McNamara, 2024; Oviedo-Berrocal et al., 2026; Whitehouse, 2024). This finding resonates
with recent studies on indigenous practices that emphasize flexibility and contextual adaptation
as key features of cultural resilience (Aditya et al., 2023; Gena & Jarra, 2023). However, the
present study goes beyond these accounts by showing how typological variation is directly
linked to the transmission of moral values, including courage, restraint, and solidarity, thereby
positioning the ritual not only as cultural expression but also as a structured pedagogical
mechanism.

The adaptive character of Ndempa observed in these typological variations reflects
broader patterns of cultural continuity and transformation discussed in recent ethnic and cultural
studies. Research on indigenous communities in Indonesia shows that local traditions play a
central role in sustaining collective identity and reinforcing shared values across generations
(Zabadi et al., 2025). In a similar vein, cultural ecological perspectives suggest that traditions
evolve in response to changing social environments while maintaining their symbolic core
(McWhorter, 2025). The case of Ndempa illustrates this dynamic process, while also indicating
that such continuity depends on active reinterpretation rather than passive preservation. This
supports recent arguments within ethnic and cultural studies that cultural sustainability is
achieved not through rigid preservation, but through continuous reinterpretation shaped by
community participation and changing historical contexts (Grooms et al., 2025).

Moreover, this finding aligns with studies emphasizing the role of lived experience in
shaping cultural meaning. Participation in ritual practices contributes to identity formation
through embodied engagement rather than abstract understanding (Delgado et al., 2025). This
experiential dimension is evident in how Ndempa transmits values such as courage, restraint,
and solidarity through participation. Similar to community-based learning practices, cultural
rituals function as informal pedagogical spaces where social norms are internalized and
reproduced through collective engagement (Phan, 2025).

Another important contribution of this study lies in its integration of historical, cultural,
and experiential dimensions. Previous research on conflict in Indonesia has largely focused on
large scale violence or formal reconciliation processes (Diprose, 2020; Rakhmani & Subkhan,
2021). In contrast, the findings of this study highlight the significance of small scale, everyday
practices in sustaining social harmony. The transformation of Ndempa reflects a process in
which colonial legacies of division are not erased but incorporated into a shared cultural
narrative, suggesting that collective memory can function as a resource for cohesion when
embedded within structured cultural practices.

The study also engages with and extends earlier work by the author on culturally
embedded communication practices, particularly in relation to how social norms are enacted

401



Journal of Ethnic and Cultural Studies Copyright 2025
2026, Vol.13, No. 4, 388-406 ISSN: 2149-1291
http://dx.doi.org/10.29333/ejecs/2686

through interaction (Altarriba & Basnight-brown, 2022; Barrow, 2026; Campos-Moreira et al.,
2020; Syarifudin & Muslimin, 2019). While earlier research emphasized politeness and market
interaction, the present study demonstrates that similar principles operate within more intense
and emotionally charged contexts such as ritualized conflict. In both cases, social harmony is
maintained not by avoiding tension, but by regulating it through culturally recognized forms of
expression, reinforcing the idea that conflict and cohesion are not oppositional but mutually
constitutive.

Taken together, these findings point to the need for a broader rethinking of
peacebuilding frameworks, particularly in contexts where conflict is historically embedded and
culturally mediated. Rather than viewing conflict as a problem to be eliminated, the study
suggests that sustainable coexistence may depend on the capacity of communities to organize,
regulate, and give meaning to conflict within shared cultural systems. This perspective carries
implications beyond the local context, especially for culturally plural societies where formal
institutional approaches often fail to engage with lived social realities. Recent debates in peace
and conflict studies increasingly acknowledge that locally grounded cultural mechanisms may
offer more sustainable forms of coexistence than externally designed interventions that lack
cultural legitimacy within everyday community life (Fontana, 2025).

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the transformation of Ndempa cannot be reduced to a
simple transition from violence into symbolic practice. What emerges instead is a culturally
sustained process through which conflict is continuously reworked into a socially meaningful
and morally regulated form of interaction. The historical tensions between Ngali and Renda are
neither erased nor passively remembered. They are actively preserved within a ritual structure
that enables expression, containment, and reinterpretation at the same time. Through its
evolving forms in marriage, youth formation, and communal celebration, Ndempa functions as
a shared cultural script that organizes how emotions, identities, and relationships are negotiated
in everyday life. The findings show that conflict persists not as disruption, but as a structured
presence that contributes to cohesion through repetition, recognition, and collective
participation.

The study advances a conceptual repositioning of conflict within cultural contexts by
articulating what is referred to as ritualized conflict transformation. This perspective moves
beyond dominant approaches that frame peacebuilding as a process of resolution,
reconciliation, or institutional mediation. In the case of Ndempa, conflict is not something to be
resolved once and for all, but something that is continuously reformulated within culturally
recognized limits. This challenges the assumption that social stability depends on the
elimination of antagonism. Instead, the findings indicate that stability may also emerge from
the capacity of a community to regulate and give meaning to conflict through shared practices.
By integrating insights from conflict theory, phenomenology, and indigenous peacebuilding,
the study situates Ndempa not only as an empirical case, but as a lens through which the
relationship between conflict and cohesion can be reinterpreted in a more dynamic and
culturally grounded manner.

The implications of this perspective extend beyond the local setting in which the study
was conducted. In many postcolonial and culturally plural societies, formal mechanisms of
conflict management often operate at a distance from the lived realities of communities. The
case of Ndempa highlights the importance of recognizing informal and culturally embedded
practices as active components of social regulation. Such practices do not simply complement
institutional approaches, but may offer alternative ways of sustaining coexistence in contexts
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where historical tensions remain unresolved. The emphasis on participation, moral boundaries,
and intergenerational transmission suggests that peacebuilding can be embedded within routine
cultural activity rather than confined to moments of crisis or intervention. This opens space for
comparative inquiry into similar practices across different regions, particularly in societies
where conflict is not absent but socially organized.

Theoretical Implication

The findings contribute to ongoing debates in conflict and peace studies by offering a
reorientation of how conflict is conceptualized in relation to culture. Rather than treating ritual
as a symbolic residue of past violence or as a post conflict healing mechanism, this study
positions it as an active and ongoing site of social regulation. The concept of ritualized conflict
transformation provides an analytical bridge between structural theories of conflict and
interpretive approaches that emphasize meaning and experience. It draws attention to the ways
in which communities sustain equilibrium not by removing tension, but by shaping how it is
expressed and understood. This perspective invites further theoretical development, particularly
in examining how culturally embedded practices function across different scales and historical
contexts.

Practical Implication

The study offers insights for practitioners and policymakers concerned with conflict
management and community development. Recognizing traditions such as Ndempa as part of
local governance structures may help design interventions that are more aligned with
community values and practices. Educational initiatives may also draw on the moral dimensions
embedded in such traditions, especially in fostering responsibility, restraint, and collective
awareness among younger generations. At the same time, careful attention is required to ensure
that the boundaries that regulate participation remain intact, particularly as cultural practices
encounter changing social and institutional environments.
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