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ABSTRACT 
Amid the growing influence of Islamic purism, which tends to draw rigid 
boundaries between religion and local culture, the Timorese Muslim 
community presents a contrasting and intriguing case of dialogical religiosity. 
This article examines how the natoni ritual, an indigenous oral tradition of the 
Timorese people, is internalized within Islamic religious practices as a form of 
negotiation between faith and local tradition. Using a qualitative approach 
through ethnographic methods and in-depth interviews with traditional 
leaders, religious figures, and members of the Muslim community in Timor, 
this study explores the dynamics underlying this cultural-religious integration. 
The findings suggest that the incorporation of natoni into Islamic religious 
celebrations, such as welcoming guests during the Prophet Muhammad's 
birthday (Mawlid al-Nabi) and other communal religious events, serves as a 
symbolic mechanism for affirming local identity without compromising 
Islamic theological principles. Rather than merely serving as a cultural 
expression, natoni operates as a dialogical space that strengthens social 
cohesion and harmony between communities in Timor's multicultural society. 
This study further demonstrates the crucial role of traditional and religious 
leaders in reinterpreting natoni in a way that aligns with Islamic values while 
preserving its legitimacy as a shared cultural heritage. These findings challenge 
the monolithic and ahistorical view of Islam in Indonesia, which portrays it as 
a homogeneous religious entity. This article contributes to the scholarly debate 
on religious localization and the indigenization of Islam by illustrating that 
religious practices are shaped not only by normative texts but also by ongoing 
social and cultural negotiations mediated by local actors.  
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1. Introduction 
Islam on the island of Timor developed along a different historical path from the 

regions long considered the center of Islam in the Indonesian archipelago.(Aziz, et al. 
2021)Its presence did not emerge through a process of mass Islamization, but rather 
through gradual interactions involving trade, migration, and social relations between 
communities. This historical trajectory places Islam as a minority religion that coexists 
with strong indigenous traditions and other religions, particularly Christianity, which 
flourished during the Portuguese colonial period.(Hasbullah, 2017)This history is an 
important foundation for understanding the adaptive and contextual character of Islamic 
practice among Timorese Muslims. 

The influence of Portuguese colonialism, with its strong Catholic orientation, left 
a deep social and cultural imprint on East Timorese society.(Sulaiman, et al. 
2018)Customary systems not only persist as markers of cultural identity but also serve as 
primary instruments for regulating social structures, power relations, and communal 
solidarity.(Pomalingo & Nusi, 2024)During Timor's integration into the Unitary State of 
the Republic of Indonesia, Islam gained greater institutional space; however, Islam 
continued to negotiate its position within the deeply rooted customary order.(Ek, 
2025)In the postcolonial context and amidst contemporary political dynamics, Islamic 
practices in Timor continue to undergo adjustments to remain relevant in a pluralistic 
social reality. 

In Timorese society, customary traditions are understood not as relics of the past, 
but as an active system of living values.(Lay et al. 2023)One of the most important 
traditional traditions is natoni, a form of oral discourse manifested in the form of rituals 
that function as a medium for welcoming guests, expressing respect, and affirming social 
relationships between individuals and groups.(Ottu & Thren, 2023)This tradition is rich 
in symbols, ritual language, and structures of meaning that represent the collective 
identity of the Timorese people. The persistence of natoni demonstrates that customs 
remain a primary means of building social legitimacy and communal harmony.(Benu, et 
al. 2025). 

In particular, among Timorese Muslim communities, natoni has not been 
abandoned as a pre-Islamic practice, but has been integrated into various Islamic 
religious activities (Nasution, 2023). This ritual often appears in welcoming guests during 
religious celebrations, communal Islamic events, and other socio-religious gatherings (Al 
Masud et al. 2025). This phenomenon illustrates the ongoing negotiation between 
Islamic norms and local traditions, a process that does not always occur without tension. 
On the one hand, there is a demand to preserve the purity of Islamic doctrine; on the 
other, there is a strong need to maintain custom as a pillar of identity and social 
cohesion.(Awaliyah, 2023). 

A number of studies on Islam and local culture in Indonesia have highlighted 
concepts such as acculturation, religious localization, and Islam Nusantara.(Burga, 
2019)However, these studies generally focus on Java, Sumatra, and the wider Malay 
world, regions closely linked to regional and global Islamic intellectual networks. Even 
studies of Islamic networks in Southeast Asia, such as those proposed by Aljunied, tend 
to place these regions as the primary focus of analysis. As a result, the lived experiences 
of Muslim communities in peripheral regions such as Timor remain relatively under-
theorized.(Aljunied, 2019.)In addition, research conducted by Kees van Dijk and Martin 
van Bruinessen on Islam in eastern Indonesia, including Nusa Tenggara and Maluku, 
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highlights how local rituals function as a medium for the indigenization of 
Islam.(Bruinessen, 2013)These studies show that Islamic practices in this region are 
often integrated with indigenous traditions, local languages, and non-Islamic social 
structures, resulting in contextual and hybrid forms of religiosity.(Alhempi & 
Suangsungnem, 2024)However, despite offering important insights into Islam in eastern 
Indonesia, these studies do not specifically examine the natoni ritual in Timorese Muslim 
communities.(Bire, 2023)Consequently, there remains a significant research gap in 
understanding more deeply the processes by which faith and tradition are negotiated at 
the local level. 

These limitations highlight a broader gap, particularly in understanding how Islam 
is negotiated in regions geographically and historically outside the mainstream of Islam 
Nusantara. Previous studies have often focused on the end result of syncretic or adaptive 
practices, without adequately elucidating the social processes, symbolic mechanisms, and 
roles of local actors that enable the integration of religion and customs. Without such an 
analysis, the indigenization of Islam risks being reductively understood as a passive 
compromise, rather than as an active strategy employed by Muslim communities to 
simultaneously maintain religious commitment and cultural identity. 

Against this backdrop, this article aims to analyze the mechanisms of negotiation 
of faith and tradition in Timorese Muslim society through the integration of the natoni 
ritual into Islamic religious practices. The uniqueness of this study lies in its focus on the 
process of indigenization of Islam mediated by concrete ritual practices, as well as on 
the role of traditional leaders and religious figures as key actors in the interpretation and 
legitimization of religious culture. Through this approach, this article contributes to the 
enrichment of studies on the localization of Islam and offers an alternative perspective 
for understanding the diversity of Islamic practices in Indonesia, particularly in its 
peripheral regions. 

 
2. Method 

This study employs a qualitative approach with a descriptive-qualitative design 
(Creswell, 2014), providing a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the 
acculturation between Islam and local culture among the people of Timor Island. During 
three months on Timor Island and its surrounding areas, this study focused on the local 
population as the primary subjects. The qualitative case study method was chosen 
because of its suitability for capturing the meanings, values, and social and cultural 
practices embedded in the community's lived experiences, allowing for a contextual and 
interpretive exploration of the influence of Islam on everyday life. 

Data were collected through participant observation, in-depth interviews, and 
document analysis, following established qualitative research procedures (Khan et al., 
2025). Participant observation was used to witness and record cultural practices shaped 
by Islamic values, such as religious rituals, wedding ceremonies, and funeral customs. In-
depth interviews were conducted with key informants, including religious leaders, 
traditional elders, Islamic boarding school students (santri), and members of the general 
public, to gather deeper insights into their perceptions, experiences, and values related 
to Islamic cultural integration. Additionally, document analysis involved examining 
various forms of written data, such as local historical archives, artistic photographs, and 
religious manuscripts, to support and validate findings from the fieldwork. 
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The instruments used in this study consisted of a semi-structured interview guide, 
detailed field notes from observations, and a structured document analysis framework. 
Data analysis followed the model proposed by Miles and Huberman (2014), which 
includes three interrelated phases: data reduction, data presentation, and conclusion 
drawing. During data reduction, the researcher selected, categorized, and summarized 
information from interviews, field notes, and relevant documents to focus on the data 
that best aligns with the research objectives. The data were then organized and presented 
as a descriptive narrative, enriched with direct quotes from informants, and supported 
by a summary of synthesized observational findings, including illustrative tables where 
appropriate (Sheard, 2022). Finally, conclusions were drawn through systematic 
interpretation of recurring patterns and themes, followed by internal verification to 
ensure analytical accuracy and consistency (Ahmed et al., 2025). Throughout the study, 
data validity was ensured through source and methodological triangulation, 
strengthening trust in the research results. 

 
3. Finding and Discussion 
Finding 
a. Views of Traditional Leaders 

Traditional leaders in East Amanuban explain that "natoni is an ancestral heritage 
passed down from generation to generation and serves as a medium of customary 
communication in various social events." This tradition is not merely an ordinary oral 
discourse, but contains symbolic values, ethics, and customary etiquette that regulate 
relations between clans, family relationships, and mechanisms for resolving social 
problems. In the context of traditional ceremonies such as weddings, welcoming guests, 
and death rites, natoni serves as a means to convey messages of respect, customary 
legitimacy, and strengthening the community's collective identity (Benu, et.al, 2025). 

Based on an in-depth interview with a traditional figure in East Amanuban, Mr. 
Jhonatan Nubatonis, it was revealed that natoni is understood as a cultural heritage 
passed down from generation to generation and plays a vital role in the community's 
social life. The informant explained that natoni serves not merely as a means of verbal 
communication but also as a traditional medium imbued with symbolic values, ethics, 
and etiquette that govern social relations between individuals and groups within the 
traditional community structure. 

As expressed by the informant: 
"Natoni are not just ordinary words, but traditional language inherited from our 
ancestors. In it there are rules, manners, and how we respect other people, both 
within the family and between clans." 

Nubatonis emphasizes that natoni plays a central role in various social events and 
traditional rituals, such as wedding ceremonies, welcoming guests of honor, and funeral 
rites. In these contexts, natoni is used to convey messages of respect, customary 
legitimacy, and affirmation of the collective identity of the East Amanuban community. 
Through this traditional narrative, each party involved understands their position, role, 
and responsibilities in accordance with prevailing customary norms. 

Regarding the presence of Islam in the lives of the people of East Amanuban, 
Nubatonis stated that the arrival of Islam did not eliminate the practice of natoni, but 
rather encouraged adjustments to its substance. He emphasized that local communities 
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do not view custom and religion as two opposing entities, but rather as elements that 
can coexist harmoniously. 

Jhonatan Nubatonis stated: 
"Islam hasn't abolished natoni. What's changed is its content. Now, natoni often 
mentions the name of Allah and includes Islamic prayers. But the rituals remain 
traditional." 

According to informants, these adjustments represent a manifestation of the 
community's local wisdom in maintaining the continuity of ancestral traditions without 
neglecting their religious beliefs. The structure and form of the natoni ritual are 
maintained as symbols of cultural identity, while the wording and message are 
transformed to align with Islamic teachings. 
b. Views of Religious Leaders 

The local religious leader who served as an informant in this study also expressed 
his view regarding the existence of natoni as part of the cultural traditions of the East 
Amanuban community. He emphasized that the practice of natoni is fundamentally 
acceptable in Muslim society, as long as it does not involve ancestral worship and does 
not conflict with the fundamental principles of monotheism. This assertion 
demonstrates a selective and critical attitude among religious leaders in responding to 
local traditions, where culture is not outright rejected but rather assessed based on its 
alignment with Islamic values (Abdullah & Mujib, 2021). 

According to informants, the boundary between custom and faith must be strictly 
maintained to prevent cultural practices from shifting into deviant religious practices. 
Custom is understood as a social and cultural expression of society, while faith is the 
absolute and uncompromising foundation of belief. Therefore, every form of tradition, 
including natoni, must be placed within a cultural framework, not as a religious ritual 
with theological implications that contradict Islamic teachings. This view reflects an 
effort to maintain the purity of faith while providing space for the continuity of local 
traditions (Hidayat, et.al, 2025). 

He also explained that in practice, there is intense communication between 
religious and traditional leaders. This communication is carried out continuously through 
informal forums and traditional and religious meetings. The main goal of this 
communication is to ensure that the texts, messages, and expressions used in natoni have 
been adapted to Islamic teachings. This adaptation process concerns not only the 
language but also the meaning and spiritual orientation contained within. Thus, natoni 
no longer contains elements of old beliefs that could potentially conflict with 
monotheism, but rather is directed toward supporting Islamic values. 

In this context, informants viewed a cultural approach as an effective missionary 
strategy, particularly in rural communities. Missionary messages delivered with attention 
to local culture tended to avoid social resistance, as communities felt their identity and 
traditions were respected. Familiar language and traditional symbols served as a bridge 
to convey Islamic messages, preventing religious teachings from being perceived as 
foreign or imposed. This approach allowed for a more natural and sustainable acceptance 
process. 

In practice, there has been a shift in the orientation of meaning within natoni. 
Prayers or expressions previously directed to ancestral powers have gradually shifted to 
direct appeals to God Almighty. This change was made without eliminating the cultural 
form of natoni itself, but rather by reconstructing its spiritual meaning. Thus, the 
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religious dimension of natoni remains intact, yet within the framework of monotheism 
in accordance with Islamic teachings. This process demonstrates the dynamics of cultural 
adaptation that are not confrontational, but rather dialogical and transformative. 

According to the head of the East Amanuban Customary Community, the synergy 
between traditional and religious leaders also serves as a mechanism of social and 
theological control within the community. Through ongoing dialogue, both parties can 
remind and correct each other if there are customary practices that have the potential to 
deviate from Islamic teachings. This mechanism is crucial to prevent the development 
of syncretistic practices that could blur the boundaries between culture and faith. 
Furthermore, this collaboration also ensures that the traditions practiced remain in line 
with the development of the community's religious understanding. 

Researchers believe that dialogue between traditional and religious leaders plays a 
role in maintaining the relevance of natoni amidst social change. Traditions that remain 
unadapted risk being abandoned by the younger generation, who possess a more critical 
understanding of religion. Therefore, the process of Islamizing natoni values is seen as 
a constructive cultural renewal effort. Traditions are not eliminated but reinterpreted to 
maintain their social, cultural, and religious functions. 

Thus, natoni is not only preserved as a cultural heritage of the East Amanuban 
community, but also undergoes a process of Islamization of its values, bringing it into 
harmony with the local Islamic identity. This process demonstrates that culture and 
religion are not always at odds, but can instead dialogue and strengthen each other. The 
existence of natoni, adapted to Islamic teachings, ultimately serves as a medium for 
cultural da'wah (preaching) and a means of preserving cultural identity based on the 
values of monotheism. 
c. Ordinary Community Experience 

At the community level, the practice of natoni is understood as an integral part of 
social identity that is not perceived as contradictory to Islamic teachings. This 
understanding is reflected in the view of a Muslim who stated that in marriage, the 
marriage contract is still carried out in accordance with Islamic law, while natoni is 
present as a complementary element of custom that serves to strengthen family ties and 
social solidarity. According to him, the absence of natoni in a traditional event, especially 
a wedding, will give the impression of social incompleteness, even though the marriage 
is religiously valid. This statement indicates that society places natoni within a socio-
cultural framework, rather than as part of a normative religious ritual. 

This view indicates a clear distinction among the public between the religious ritual 
and the socio-cultural dimensions of life events. The marriage contract is understood as 
the core of marriage, normative, sacred, and legally binding, and therefore its 
implementation must fully comply with Islamic law. Meanwhile, natoni is positioned as 
a cultural expression that accompanies the wedding ceremony and provides broader 
social meaning. Thus, natoni is not seen as a substitute for or additional requirement for 
a valid marriage, but rather as a customary element that complements and enriches the 
social meaning of the event. 

NatoniNatoni is understood as a means to strengthen relationships between the 
families involved in the marriage. Through this practice, the kinship ties between the 
families of the groom and bride are emphasized before the community. Natoni serves as 
a symbolic medium that marks the formation of new, collective social relations, not just 
individual ones between the two people getting married. In the context of the East 
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Amanuban community, which upholds family values, this function is crucial because 
marriage is not merely understood as a private matter, but as a social event involving the 
extended family and community. 

In addition to strengthening kinship ties, natoni also plays a role in maintaining 
social harmony within the community. Its presence in traditional events creates a space 
for interaction that allows for open and symbolic social communication. Through these 
traditional narratives, communities can reaffirm the values of togetherness, mutual 
respect, and social responsibility. This demonstrates that natoni functions as a 
mechanism for social integration, helping maintain balanced relationships between 
individuals and groups within the community. 

For the community, natoni serves not only as a ceremonial element but also as a 
symbolic communication space imbued with moral and religious messages. Traditional 
narratives in natoni typically convey hopes, advice, and prayers for the married couple. 
Through shared language and traditional symbols, values regarding marital responsibility, 
loyalty between husband and wife, and respect for parents and extended family are 
explicitly conveyed. This process demonstrates that natoni has an educational function, 
as it serves as a means of internalizing social and moral values for the bride and groom 
as well as for the community that witnesses the ceremony. 

This educational function is also integrative, as the messages conveyed in natoni 
are not directed solely at specific individuals but also at the entire community as a 
collective reminder. In this way, natoni contributes to strengthening shared awareness 
of social norms and values upheld in community life. In the context of Muslim 
communities, these values generally align with Islamic principles, such as responsibility, 
justice, and harmony within the family. 

Thus, the practice of natoni at the grassroots level reflects a harmonious 
relationship between Islamic law and custom. Both are practiced side by side without 
negating each other, but rather complementing each other in building social cohesion 
and collective community identity. Islamic law provides the normative and theological 
foundation for weddings, while the natoni custom enriches the social and cultural 
dimensions of the event. This harmony demonstrates the ability of the East Amanuban 
community to manage the relationship between religion and culture contextually, thus 
preserving local traditions without neglecting Islamic principles. 
d. Academic Review 

From an academic perspective, Dr. Maria, a lecturer in Customary Law at the 
University of Timor, explains that the practice of natoni in Timorese Muslim society 
represents a gradual and contextual process of cultural adaptation to religious teachings. 
According to her, the development of Islam in Timor did not occur through a complete 
break with tradition, but rather through intensive interaction with the local social and 
cultural structures that had already taken root. In this process, traditional rituals, 
including natoni, were not simply eliminated or deemed practices to be abandoned, but 
underwent a process of re-infusing their meaning (substantial reinterpretation) to align 
with the Islamic values embraced by the local community. Thus, the changes that 
occurred were not merely in the outward form of the tradition, but in the value 
orientation and symbolic meaning contained within it. 

Dr. Maria places this phenomenon within the framework of living law theory, 
namely customary law as a social norm that lives and develops in the daily practices of 
society. In this view, customary law is not understood as a rigid and static normative 
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system, but rather as a set of social values and rules that are constantly transforming 
according to the dynamics of the beliefs, needs, and social structures of the supporting 
community. Therefore, natoni as part of customary institutions cannot be understood as 
traditional practices frozen in their original form, but as cultural institutions that are 
adaptive and responsive to socio-religious changes. When Islam arrived and then became 
an integral part of the collective identity of the Timorese people, the substance of the 
values contained in natoni also underwent a process of adjustment so as not to conflict 
with the principles of monotheism and Islamic teachings in general. 

In this context, the reinterpretation of natoni does not eliminate long-standing 
symbolic structures and customary practices, but rather shifts their meaning. 
Expressions previously oriented toward ancestral powers or non-transcendental entities, 
for example, are redirected toward recognizing the oneness of God within the 
framework of Islamic theology. The customary communication structure remains as a 
social medium, but its normative content is aligned with religious teachings. This process 
demonstrates that the transformation is substantive, not destructive; traditions are not 
disbanded, but given new legitimacy through the integration of Islamic values. 

Dr. Maria emphasized that the relationship between religion and custom in Timor 
is better understood as a dialogical rather than confrontational one. Religion, in this case, 
functions as a normative-theological framework that provides a standard of legitimacy 
for social practices, while custom provides a contextual and socially acceptable space for 
cultural expression. The interaction between the two produces a pattern of religiosity 
that is inseparable from local cultural roots, yet remains within the bounds of Islamic 
teachings. Within this framework, the Islamization of values within natoni can be 
understood as a form of normative integration, a process in which Islamic teachings 
become a new source of legitimacy for customary practices without negating their 
cultural identity. 

This integration strengthens social acceptance of natoni among Muslim 
communities. When customary practices receive theological justification, their 
continuation is no longer seen as a remnant of pre-Islamic traditions, but rather as a 
socially and culturally legitimate part of religious expression. Thus, custom and religion 
are not positioned as mutually exclusive, but rather as complementary in shaping a 
society's collective identity. 

Conceptually, the practice of natoni in Timorese Muslim society reflects an 
ongoing process of identity negotiation. This negotiation occurs between ancestral 
traditions and religious teachings, which constitute the community's normative beliefs. 
The result of this process is not the dominance of one element over the other, but rather 
the formation of a unique cultural-religious synthesis. This synthesis produces a form of 
local religiosity that is adaptive to change while remaining rooted in local social structures 
and cultural symbols. 

Thus, from an academic perspective, natoni can be understood as a concrete 
example of how a society maintains a balance between traditional continuity and religious 
commitment. This practice demonstrates that Islamic identity in Timor is not formed 
through a rejection of local culture, but through a continuous process of integration and 
reinterpretation of values. This phenomenon also demonstrates that customary law, as 
living law, has the capacity to transform without losing its social legitimacy, thus 
remaining relevant in the dynamics of contemporary Timorese Muslim society. 
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Discussion 

Research findings indicate that the continuity of the ritualNatoniIn Timorese 
Muslim society, Natoni is not simply a form of cultural harmony, but rather the result of 
active and ongoing socio-religious negotiations. Natoni is not retained as a pre-Islamic 
residue, but is rearticulated within the framework of Islamic normativity through 
substantive transformation, theological reinterpretation, and authoritative legitimacy 
(Bolong, 2020). Thus, the indigenization of Islam in Timor is an articulate strategy that 
allows Islamic teachings to take root socially without severing the symbolic continuity of 
local culture. 

Sociologically, natoni serves a cohesive function in maintaining collective solidarity 
and renewing the community's social memory. This ritual strengthens kinship relations 
and social structures, particularly during moments of transition such as marriage and 
death. However, a functional approach alone is inadequate. Following Ayun et al. (2025), 
Islam as a discursive tradition is always negotiated within a specific historical context. 
The transformation of natoni through the removal of elements of ancestor worship and 
the integration of Islamic prayers demonstrates a process of re-articulation of universal 
Islamic values into local symbols. This phenomenon is more accurately understood 
asvernacularization of Islamrather than theological syncretism, because the boundaries 
of orthodoxy are maintained (Wibowo, 2025). 

The sustainability of natoni is also related to the distribution of symbolic authority. 
In Bourdieu's (1991) framework, ritual becomes an arena for production and 
reproduction.symbolic capital. Traditional leaders maintain legitimacy through mastery of 
ritual language, while religious leaders expand their normative influence through the 
Islamization of ritual substance. This relationship forms a patternshared authoritywhich is 
relatively cooperative and maintains social stability. 

However, this dynamic is not entirely without tension. Some of the younger 
generation connected to global Islamic discourse are demonstrating a more scripturalist 
and critical attitude towards natoni, in line with the concept ofdeterritorialized Islam(Roy, 
2004). However, this criticism has not developed into sharp polarization. Participation 
remains maintained as a form of social solidarity, reflecting what Mahmood (2005) 
callsnegotiated pietypiety negotiated in social reality. 

Comparatively, the dynamics in Timor differ from the Javanese context, which 
exhibits symbolic polarization between scripturalist orientations and local traditions 
(Geertz, 1960; Woodward, 2011), and from South Sulawesi, which recognizes the 
structural relationship between custom (ade') and sharia (sara') in the pangadereng 
system (Pelras, 1996). In Timor, the relationship between custom and Islam is not 
institutionalized in formal opposition, but rather is managed through fluid and dialogical 
symbolic compromise. 

Thus, the indigenization of Islam through natoni operates in three main 
dimensions: (1) the preservation of collective identity, (2) the negotiation and 
reproduction of symbolic authority, and (3) a social mechanism for maintaining 
community cohesion amidst generational change and the globalization of Islamic 
discourse. The harmony that is built is not a consensus without differences, but rather 
the result of dialogical management of tensions. This finding confirms that local Islam 
in Timor is not a deviation from orthodoxy, but a contextual expression of Islamic 
discursive traditions that are constantly moving and negotiated in a dynamic social space. 
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Continuity of ritualNatoni Among Timorese Muslims, this reflects the 
community's need to bridge Islamic normativity with local socio-cultural structures. 
These rituals are maintained not as pre-Islamic remnants, but as symbolic mediums that 
enable the internalization of Islamic values without severing customary continuity. 
Within the framework of religious indigenization, this process demonstrates how 
normative teachings interact with local culture and produce contextual and socially 
acceptable expressions of Islam (Geertz, 1960; Hefner, 2011). 

Sociologically, natoni serves to maintain community cohesion and stability, 
particularly in rites of passage such as marriage. By reproducing shared values and social 
solidarity, these rituals maintain a symbolic order that cannot be fully replaced by formal 
religious rituals.lived religionemphasizes that religious practices persist because of their 
relevance in everyday life, not simply because of theological legitimacy (Turner, 1969; 
Ammerman, 2016). Therefore, the elimination of natoni has the potential to create a 
symbolic void in local social structures. 

From a power relations perspective, the reinterpretation of natoni demonstrates a 
negotiation of authority between traditional and religious figures. By reformulating 
rituals to align with Islamic norms, both strengthen their social legitimacy as mediators 
between religion and culture. From Bourdieu's (1991) perspective, rituals become arenas 
for production and distribution.symbolic capital, where authority is constructed through 
the ability to interpret and control symbolic meaning. Thus, the continuity of natoni also 
serves to maintain local leadership structures while expanding the space for Islamic 
normativity (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). 

However, this synthesis is not homogeneous. Field data indicates generational 
tensions, particularly among younger Muslims who are more connected to global Islamic 
discourse. They tend to judge cultural practices based on parameters of doctrinal purity 
and push for a clearer separation between cultural expression and normative worship. 
This phenomenon aligns with the concept ofdeterritorialization of religious authority, where 
religious authority is increasingly linked to scripturalist global standards (Roy, 2004). In 
contrast, traditional elders and local religious figures emphasize the social function of 
natoni as a mechanism for the reproduction of solidarity and collective identity (Hikma, 
2025). 

Despite these differing orientations, tensions have not yet developed into open 
fragmentation. The community tends to manage differences through pragmatic 
compromise: Islam is affirmed as the primary normative framework, while natoni is 
maintained as a reinterpreted cultural tradition. Within Bourdieu's (1991) framework, 
this ritual becomes an arena for contestation and negotiation of symbolic capital between 
different generations and authorities. 

Thus, natoni represents a dynamic form of Islamic indigenization, not one of 
frictionless harmony, but rather a balance continually produced through social dialogue. 
Local Islam in Timor emerges as a dialectical space shaped by the interaction between 
religious normativity, customary social structures, and the influence of globalization. 
This finding confirms that the synthesis between Islam and custom is not a deviation 
from orthodoxy, but rather a contextual expression of religious practices continually 
negotiated within a changing social space. 

 

4. Conclusion 
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This article demonstrates that the natoni ritual in Timorese Muslim society cannot 
be understood as a remnant of pre-Islamic traditions or a form of theological syncretism, 
but rather as an arena for active negotiation between the normativity of Islamic teachings 
and local cultural structures. Through processes of symbolic translation, theological 
reinterpretation, and dialogue between authorities, natoni is reproduced as a cultural 
medium for conveying Islamic values without sacrificing the fundamental principle of 
monotheism. These findings confirm that Islam in peripheral contexts develops as a 
contextual, discursive tradition, where orthodoxy does not exist monolithically but is 
produced through negotiated social practices. 

Theoretically, this study contributes to the study of local Islam by challenging the 
dominant narrative that positions marginalized communities as passive recipients of 
global Islam. The Timorese case demonstrates that the indigenization of Islam occurred 
dialogically and strategically, involving the distribution of symbolic authority between 
traditional and religious leaders within a relatively cooperative framework. Compared 
with the dynamics of Islam in Java or Sulawesi, the Timorese model exhibits a more fluid 
pattern of negotiation, where cultural practices are positioned not as a counterpoint to 
orthodoxy but as a means of its rooting. 

Although this study is limited to a qualitative approach and the perspectives of 
specific community actors, the findings open up opportunities for further research. 
Future research should further examine the impact of the globalization of Islamic 
discourse—particularly through digital media—on the sustainability of indigenous 
traditions such as natoni, and incorporate the perspectives of younger generations and 
women. Thus, this study emphasizes the importance of reading local Islam not as a 
deviation, but as a legitimate expression of the diverse and contextual dynamics of 
contemporary Islam. 
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