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ABSTRACT

Natural disasters are a phenomenon that shaped the Indonesian Archipelago.
Earthquakes and volcanic activities have become periodic experiences in the lives of
people in this region. The geographical characteristics of Indonesia which are located
at the confluence of active plates and part of the global volcanic chain are natural
factors that make these islands vulnerable to disasters. Cultural historical studies
have recorded various phenomena of past natural disasters in the archipelago. Some
have had minimal impact, but others have resulted in the loss of civilization.
Although the issue has become the important part of the civilization and profile of
Indonesia, the archaeological study of disasters has not well developed. The existing
studies so far are still very partial with the fragmentary results. Characterized with
this complex character, the study of archaeological disaster requires a
multidisciplinary approach. This paper attempts to discuss the archaeology of
disasters in Indonesia including the background, current conditions and the
prospects of future development. Particularly in discussing the role of local wisdoms
in dealing with disasters as part of the civilization of the archipelago.
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INTRODUCTION

Indonesia is a region with a
geographical profile that is closely
related to the natural disaster issues.
Located at the junction of three
tectonic plates: the Indo-Australian
Plate, the Eurasian Plate and the
Pacific Plate; makes more than two-
thirds of Indonesia's territory prone to
earthquakes or vulnerable to the
effects of the events. Apart from being
traversed by the three tectonic plates,
Indonesia is also part of the Pacific
active volcanic route known as the
Pacific Ring of Fire. As the impact, this
region has 240 volcanoes with 70 of
them in active status.

With such conditions, it is natural that
the disasters characterized the history
of the Indonesian archipelago. Some of
them are even recorded as mega-
disasters with the global impact. The
Toba; the Tambora; the Krakatau
eruptions are some of the events.
Ancient records have also mentioned
numbers of disasters that have change
the course of history in the region. The
eruption of Mount Merapi which made
the Old Mataram Kingdom move to
East Java is a famous one.

Despite these major references of the
past, the study of archaeological
disasters has not yet developed well in
Indonesia. Some preliminary studies
have been conducted with fragmentary
results. A multidisciplinary approach
needs to strengthen those results. This
paper tries to discuss the recent
condition of disaster archaeological
studies in Indonesia; review the
previous research records and discuss

the future prospect to elaborate the
local wisdom perspective in developing
disaster mitigation approaches.

RESULTS

A disaster is defined as a serious
disruption to a functioning society,
causing widespread harm to human
life in material, economic or
environmental terms and which
exceeds the ability of the communities
concerned to cope with using their own
resources (UNISDR 2009).

The United Nations agency in charge of
handling disasters, the UNISDR,
stated that there are three main types
of disasters, namely natural disasters,
non-natural disasters and social
disasters. Natural disasters are
disasters caused by natural factors
such as eruptions,
earthquake, tsunamis, floods and
others. Non-natural disasters by non-
natural events or series of events,
which include technological failures,
modernization failures, epidemics, and
disease outbreaks. A social disaster is
a disaster caused by an event or series
of events caused by humans, which
includes social conflicts between
groups or between communities, and
terror.

volcanic

This paper will focus on the first
category, namely natural disaster
which can be divided into three types
of events: 1. Hydro-meteorological
disasters in the form of {floods,
typhoons, and landslides 2.
Geophysical disasters in the form of
earthquakes, tsunamis and volcanic
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activities 3. Biological disasters in the
form of epidemics and related events.

Cultural historical records have shown
that that the efforts to share these
issues have begun thousands of years
ago. The story of the buried city of
Pompei due to the eruption of Mount
Vesuvius in 79 AD is perhaps one of
the most recognizable catastrophic
moments in history (Zuccaro et al.,
2008). Pompei is now one of the most
famous archaeological sites with the
theme of disasters and has been
designated as a world heritage by
UNESCO. Even today, the
archaeological research activities are
still being carried out to explain
human cultural practices in dealing
with catastrophic phenomena.

Indonesia as a geographical unit also
records major disasters that have
regional and even global impacts. One
of the earliest was the eruption of the
ancient Toba Volcano which occurred
approximately 74 Kya and was
recorded as a mega-disaster due to the
impacts for the climate, ecosystem and
human population in the Prehistoric
era. As an ancient volcanic activity,
this eruption is thought to have
triggered the massive volcanic winter
during the Quaternary period.

In the framework of the historical
archaeology, the most famous records
are probably represented by the
eruption of Mount Merapi in the 10th
century which made the King Sindok,
decided to move the center of the
Ancient Mataram Kingdom in Central
Java to Kadiri in East side of the
island.

Another major disaster in the
archipelago that  had
implications was the eruption of Mount
Tambora on the island of Sumbawa.
This mountain erupted in April 1815
and was recorded as one of the most
powerful eruptions with a scale of 7 on
the volcanic explosion index. Sources
from colonial times mentioned that
this eruption claimed the lives of more
than 90,000, more than half of the
population of Sumbawa at that time.
This incident was also well recorded in
the local historical source of the Syair
Kingdom of Bima written by Lukman
Hakim that describes the horror of the
Tambora eruption. The eruption even
resulted in global climate change a
year later, when northern region of the
Earth including Europe and North
America experienced a phenomenon
called a 'year without a summer’
(Sutawijaya et al., 2006).

massive

Characterized by these major natural
events, civilizations of the region have
adapted to this condition by developing
response model based of this
knowledge. The Hoabinhian coastal
village, the diversion of the river
Gomato by the king of Tarumanagara,
and the ancient settlements in eastern
Indonesia are several examples to be
mentioned.

CONCLUSION

Cultural history has recorded that the
Indonesia archipelago has been
characterized by major events of
natural disasters in the past. The
geographical profile of the region as the
meeting zone for global tectonic plates
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and part of the Pacific Ring of Fire are
the main factors for the issue.

Archaeological studies share the
knowledge that disasters in Indonesia
have existed since the prehistoric
period. Some of the events are mega-
disasters that brought transformation
to the civilization of this region.
Cultural response as a form of
adaptation is also identified by cultural
evidence such as  architecture,
landscape modification as well
traditional settlement approaches.

Several research regarding this issue
have been conducted but still very
preliminary and fragmented.
Therefore, the archaeological study of
disasters in Indonesia is still potential
to be explored. One of the most
effective approaches is by adopting the
multidisciplinary study to provide a
better perspective of past disasters and
formulate a form of knowledge based
on local wisdom for the development of
disaster mitigation in Indonesia.
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