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A number of common themes running through The Banana Tree at the Gate are 
about two fundamental types of household production. One system relies on "non- 
monetized" swidden plantings, crops that are not intended to maximize profits. 
Instead, they are for private consumption and used to fulfill a household's subsistence 
needs. These products, such as rice, maize, wild yams, taro, and cassava, are for 
people's daily needs. Such non-monetized cultivations also have a strong relationship 
with the ritual and cosmological order because these kinds of crops require long-term 
cultivation. By comparison, cash-crop cultivation systems focus on generating revenue 
and are intended for the short-term maximization of profit. These non-swidden crops 
have less of a relationship with the long-term reproduction of the traditional social and 
cosmological order. Rubber resin, pepper, and cloves, for example, are considered to 
be "ritually neutral" because they are quickly harvested, contrary to swidden 
production that includes rituals during cultivation.

In his discussion of dual economies, whereby a family relies on both cash crops and 
subsistence farming, Dove refers to a study by the Dutch historian and economist J. H. 
Boeke. However, unlike Boeke's approach, Dove remarks that the dual economy 
strategy is complementary rather than oppositional. He does not believe that cash 
crops and subsistence agriculture are separate and distinct from one another. 
Smallholders may combine different systems of cultivation and swidden agriculture. 
Although traditional subsistence crops, such as rice, needs community cooperation and 
are heavily ritualized, smallholders may also participate in modern cultivation 
systems, such as rubber production, which are practical rather than ritualistic and 
focus on the short-term economic interests of individuals.

Dove argues that the combination of market-oriented rubber production and 
subsistence-oriented swidden agriculture has not only empowered Borneo's 
smallholders to become actively involved in the global market economy, but also 
allowed them to avoid daily social insecurities, such as the volatility of world demand 
and price fluctuation. Cash crops and swidden agriculture are complementary because 
when the price of cash crops, such as cloves and pepper, goes up, native Borneans tend 
to focus on those cash crops, but when the price goes down, they return to cultivating 
swidden crops. Dayak households may tap rubber in the morning, and then work in 
their swiddens in the afternoon. In addition, rubber harvesting ensures a family's 
ability to buy rice during famine (masa lapar) or when swidden crops are less 
productive than expected (pp. 159-61). People also tap rubber when they need cash to 
buy goods from market, or to pay children's school and other expenses. Dove 
concludes that participating in both economic systems simultaneously is a way for a 
family to balance its sustainable resource management. In other words, the orientation 
toward both local and extra-local needs is a sustainable system that balances the cost of 
living and the benefits that people get from both economic systems (pp. 190-91).
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State-Society Relations
Dove focuses on the cash-crop system of cultivation since the state has an interest 

in regulating and controlling all of the production and the management of market- 
oriented cultivation, such as planting, spacing, and weeding, and the tapping 
schedules of rubber. The aim of state oversight is to make smallholder's activities 
tractable and controllable. In addition, the state needs to implement the knowledge 
that is produced by the state apparatus, such as engineering expertise in agriculture. 
Additionally, smallholder's economic activities should not be alien and unfamiliar to 
the state's "experts." To make smallholder's activities visible and compliant, the state 
creates "nucleus estates," such as Perkebunan Inti Rakyat (PIR, People's Nucleus Estate), 
that not only ensure the dependence of the smallholders on the state but also 
standardizes the authority of the state's regime of knowledge, a regime that determines 
rules and controls knowledge produced by the state apparatus (p. 29).

To show how the state implements its discipline and control over smallholders, 
Dove refers to Michel Foucault and James Scott's works. To promote state scrutiny 
during all stages of production and marketing, the state reorders the landscape, the 
mobilization of land and labor, and even daily household routines. The scheme of 
surveillance, and various implementations of geometrization, simplification, 
standardization, and discipline, resemble the structure of Panopticon that was 
popularized by Foucault. He creates the notion of "on governmentality," in which state 
high-modern projects are implemented through the everyday lives of the subjects and 
through more insidious day-to-day intrusions that seem apolitical (p. 30). The obvious 
example is rubber tapping, which has been under state control since the Dutch colonial 
period. The boom in rubber demand, in the first decade of the twentieth century, 
triggered the colonial government to control the system of tapping. It required that 
farmers secure a license to tap the trees. In addition, the colonial government also 
granted some tapping rights to foreign concessionaires and imposed export levies on 
native tappers, and the government protected smallholders against middlemen (pp. 
80-81). As a result of state power and control, smallholders started adopting estate 
practices of cultivation, such as quickening maturity and using herbicides. In addition, 
smallholders also benefited from state-sponsored research and development, such as 
that concerned with modern tapping techniques. In this case, the state tries to be a 
patron by not only controlling cultivation but by sharing its knowledge. But theses 
systems of control might have even exacerbated the natives' disadvantage. For the sake 
of profit, the colonial government overexploited the rubber trees through its 
stimulation of trade. Instead of admitting smallholder legitimacy, the colonial 
government pressured the smallholders to produce rubber without any fallow time.

Likewise, under the New Order regime, the estate sector still treats smallholders as 
the "other." In medical terms, dividing practices are used to classify and to normalize 
people who are considered deviant. Dove applies this concept to the idea of state- 
society relations. The state treats nucleus estates as legitimate projects and considers 
smallholder enterprises to be unauthorized (tanpa izin) and backward (pp. 121-23). The 
state objectifies the "other" as a mad and sick person, while privileging itself as the 
healthy institution that circulates pedagogical systems to educate native smallholders. 
Through the system of cultivating programs, the state places native smallholders 
outside of civilized society because they are considered belum diator (not yet arranged, 
ordered), kurang tekun (not diligent, not preserving), irrational, strange, foolish, obtuse,
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child-like, rapacious, and lazy (pp. 232-34). These assumptions show that native 
smallholders struggle over labels that are imposed on them. In other words, there is a 
gap between the state's perceptions of the natives and the natives' perception of 
themselves. The smallholder community is not a good partner because, from the state's 
point of view, if the smallholders do not follow state's rules and surveillance, they do 
not have right to be a legal citizen.

Dove proves that these negative images have something to do with the control of 
labor and products (pp. 226-32). Given that the smallholders do not want to follow the 
government's scheme on agriculture and cultivating systems, they are considered as 
the "others." Smallholders are suspicious, and believe that assistance from the estate 
manager is the source of most of the conflict with the state. Therefore, Dayak 
smallholders tend to avoid dealing with the government, especially with regard to any 
economic transactions. This is because Dayaks had been engaged in profitable 
commerce beyond Dayak communities long before the state began to interfere. People 
on the remote island of Kalimantan have been connected to the wider world through 
long-distance trade since at least the fourteenth century. They were interlinked with 
the wider world long before the arrival of Europeans, and prior to the time when trade 
in pepper and rubber boomed. The Hikayat Banjar, a folktale manuscript, describes the 
connection of Borneo people with various foreign traders, such as Acehnese, Balinese, 
Johorese, Patanis, Chinese, and Keling. However, along with the emergence of the 
nation state, people in Borneo experienced state-based surveillance and 
marginalization. Although the state developed production systems, such as methods 
for planting and tapping, it still misperceives and misclassifies the forest communities' 
resources and their ethics of work.

Forest communities are also blamed for natural resource degradation. The state 
perceives that the history of forest resource exploitation has to do with forest 
communities' activities. In fact, extra-local actors cause resource degradation that 
impoverishes people living around the forest. Dove not only dismantles the hegemonic 
operation of global capitalism in local communities, which was described by world 
system theorists such as Emmanuel Wallerstein and Eric Wolf, but he also shows that 
local actors contribute to the impoverishment of forest communities. Inspired by the 
ethnographic studies of James Ferguson, Anna Tsing, and Tania Murray Li,1 Dove 
argues that approaches to global capitalist modes of production are quite abstract. The 
world system theorists operate with a single logic of rule by imagining that Western 
global capitalists simply exploit local societies. Dove notices that we should not neglect 
extra-local actors who have direct contact and influence on communities (pp. 247-48, 
253-54).

The Absence of the Post New-Order State
Dove's description of state-society relations in Borneo seems applicable during the 

New Order regime, when the state and its apparatus were very powerful and

1 James Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine: "Development," Depoliticization, and Bureaucratic Power in 
Lesotho (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography 
of Global Connection (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004); and Tania Murray Li, The Will to 
Improve. Governmentality, Development, and The Practice of Politics (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2007).
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ubiquitous. However, Dove does not decipher the Post New-Order regime, in which 
state control is no longer as powerful as before. Democratic processes have empowered 
communities to express their identity and assert their political and economic rights to 
the land, trees, and water, and to earning a livelihood. In other words, Dove does not 
elaborate on smallholders' self-determination in dealing with the current democratic 
but weaker state.

In my opinion, Dove is still trapped in the essentialist approach that assumes a 
"bad state" and "good indigenous people." We need to reconsider native expediency 
since smallholders recognize and benefit from the monetized system, and they are 
acting like other modern people who are competitive and pragmatic. Additionally, 
Dove does not consider that private companies have entered and exploited Borneo's 
natural resources, and that such behavior is even more rapacious than the state's 
interests. Large private companies drive Bornean smallholders to be resilient due to 
increased exploitation and marginalization. In recent times, the neo-liberal market and 
private companies developing biofuels, oil palm plantations, and hydroelectric dams 
have colluded with local governments to deprive smallholders of their land by 
relocating them to new areas.

The Banana Tree at the Gate, which becomes the title of the book, is a folk proverb 
from Dayak Kantu. "Banana tree at the gate" can be read as the metaphor for cash-crop 
cultivation. Ripe bananas hanging near a homeowner's front gate will be vulnerable 
because they entice any passerby to compete to get the bananas. The metaphor 
implicitly shows us the vulnerability created by global free trade competition, because 
the profitibility of cash crops is determined by the fluctuations of market competition. 
Additionally, if smallholders only cultivate cash crops because of their immediate 
profit, they will be vulnerable in the long term. They will face food scarcity even 
though they may have money. In other words, monetization does not guarantee long
term food security because the scarcity of swidden crops will increase the demand and 
the price of the swidden crops.

Therefore, the book provides clues about why Indonesia now is facing food 
shortages, and the book implicitly answers the question of why food prices have 
increased sharply. Since smallholders and peasants are no longer interested in 
cultivating crops for consumption, but are instead more interested in cultivating cash 
crops—rubber, resin, palm oil—for global markets, there is no longer locally grown 
food sufficient to satisfy daily needs. As smallholders have turned away from 
subsistence farming to cash-crop production, they no longer produce the foods 
required for daily use, such as rice, yams, taro, chili, and even stinky bean (pete, 
jengkol). Due to the reduction in domestic food production, the state must import most 
of its daily commodities, and this system leads to food shortages and high prices.

Nonetheless, I do not mean to blame smallholders for being pragmatic and only 
concerned with cash-crop cultivation. Rather, I consider the state has provided enticing 
incentives for agricultural transformation, from non-monetary food stocks to 
monetized cash crops. In other words, the state has influenced smallholders to be more 
interested in market-based profits by privileging short-term gains, rather than 
retaining traditional, non-monetary cultivations that ensure long-term benefits.
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Dove brings an interdisciplinary approach to his consideration of the relationship 
between state, society, and global trade. The book is a must-read not only for 
anthropologists, but also for those who are concerned with food-security issues, 
development policies, and political ecology. This book is also important specifically for 
postcolonial Southeast Asian studies, because most of the smallholders and peasants in 
Southeast Asia have long traditions of cultivating swidden crops for private 
consumption. But ever since the coming of the colonial era, smallholders and peasants 
have been obliged to plant cash crops that may be sold on the global market, especially 
for Western consumption. The tradition of dual cultivation systems is a colonial legacy, 
which up until now is still practiced by smallholders, but may be fading out of fashion.


