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BATAK SOCIAL AND POLITICAL ORGANISATION
PART [.; SOCIAT-GROVES

MILAN STUCHLIK, Praha

Bataks, the sedentary agricultural people in Central Sumatra,
belong to the so-called ancient-Malayan stratum of population.
Through their physical type, language and pattern of culture
they are related to many other ethnic groups in Indonesia. The
origin of the Bataks is not satisfactorily known—or better, is
known as little as the origin of all the Malayo-Polynesian peoples
of the islands of Indonesia. It is supposed, however, that by the
beginning of our era they were settled already in the region of
Lake Toba, which seems to be their cradle on Sumatra. The for-
mation of later genealogical division of Bataks began here where
can also be found the point of origin of their newer migrations
up to their contemporary extension.

The contemporary Batak population, more than half a million
people, is linguistically and / or ethnically divided into several
groups (e. g. Toba, Karo, Dairi, Timor, Mandailing, Raja, Sime-
lungun a. o.). The Batak regions, as well as the larger part of
Indonesia, was occupied by the Dutch in the second half of the
last century. Under their influence and with the new admini-
strative organisation of Indonesia certain structural changes ap-
peared in the Batak social organisation, especially in the terri-
torially-genealogical and territorially-economic organisation (the
institution of markets) and in the position of Batak hereditary
aristocracy, let alone the direct removal of several institutions
by the government’s commands (as slavery). These changes
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based on factors not comprised in the tendencies of the Batak
society as such are not organic; for the purpose of understanding
of the Batak society they can have only negative meaning if any
and therefore are not taken into consideration; in this paper we
attempted to describe the factors of social grouping of the Bataks
as they existed before the Dutch influence made herself felt.

The purpose of this article is to define the different social
groups of the Bataks, their fundamental characteristics and func-
tions. Their system of government, the standing of different social
classes, their custom-law, economic life etc. are mentioned here
only as far as they reflect the respective functions of social
groups. The achieved pattern represents consequently only one
trait of the Batak society—the social grouping.

The most important in the Batak social grouping are still the
genealogical ties, we find them however frequently combined
with the territorial ones; in some instances the territorial ties ap-
pear independently. Both factors are intersected moreover by the
division of people in social classes: hereditary aristocracy, com-
moners and slaves. By the fact of his birth every Batak conse-
quently becomes member of a large scale of genealogical graups,
of a territorial organisation!) and also of a social class (that is
practically not interchangeable with the exception of the slave-
class, as the member of either of the two higher classes can be
enslaved or a slave set free). The groups formed on the basis of
genealogical or territorial ties have in social life different eco-
nomic, religious, governing etc. functions.

The Batak social life and its organisation has been for a long
time subject of numerous studies of Dutch sociologists and legal
scholars. They use native Batak terms for the social groups and
do not attempt to compare them with the standard anthropolo-
gical terminology, the names for the different functions of a
certain group are assumed to be names of different groups, some
factors of integration are stressed and others undervalued. To
clarify the terminology is the foremost task and the basis for
the understanding of the Batak society.

Genealogical groups

Even if the genealogical ties were at the time of the beginn-
ing of the European influence not the only ones, they were
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nevertheless most important and represented the basis for any
other grouping. The largest genealogical groups, too large as to
have any practical meaning in Batak everyday-life, conserved at
least important functions for the regulation of marriage, the
offering festivities connected with the cult of the ancestors etc.
The smaller the genealogical groups are, the more distinct and
important their role in social life, as far down as the clan-village
which is the most important economic, governing and religious
unit. The smaller groups having usually more functions appear
in different roles; Batak customary law, Adat, distinguished rig-
orously one different function of the same group from another
and usually called the group by different names according to its
functions. These distinctive names sometimes led to confusion
in the studies relating to the Batak social life. The genealogical
groups in Batak society with their different functions, beginning
with the largest, are discussed in this article. The relations be-
tween different functions of the same genealogical group are
sometimes difficult to specify, especially because some of these
are common to the groups on different level, we suppose however
that this division corresponds with reality on the whole.

A. Marga

It can be truly said that marga is the largest genealogical
group of the Bataks. The exact meaning of this term is very vague
however; it denotes large groups consisting of as much as many
tens of thousands people and at the same time indicates also
their component-parts. “Limbong, containing only several thou-
sands of people is marga even as Lontung which is divided into
seven smaller margas and each of these on their part consists
of two or more new margas.” (Vergouwen p. 33.) Boer finds
marga a term that cannot be exactly explained. We can only say it
is a genealogical unit with a more or less distant common an-
cestor. (Boer p. 356.) Keuning defines marga merely as a “patri-
linear exogamous group deducing its origin from the male an-
cestor who lived ten or more generations ago.” (Keuning p. 490.]
Vergouwen points out that even exogamy is not a reliable cri-
terion, because in some regions exogamy is conserved for the
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whole large marga, in other places only small split margas are
exogamous. He states that generally speaking marga was a group
which (after removing the exogamous taboo between itself and
other groups of the same original marga) had its own name in
spoken language. (Vergouwen p. 33—35.) For Ypes too marga
is a genealogical group with the specific name; the smallest
known number of generations in marga was eight. (Ypes I, p.
4—5.) Loeb (p. 19) identifies marga with a sib, i. e. a consan-
guineal kin group the members of which acknowledge the bond
of common descent in maternal or paternal line but are unable
always to trace the actual genealogical connections between in-
dividuals. (Murdock p. 47.) I think that this identification con-
cerns only the smallest groups still called margas. The large or
chief margas and especially the marga-complexes overreach the
limits of sib and have more ressemblancies with a phratry.

1. Marga as a genealogical group

The majority of margas are named after their common an-
cestor. Even if the actual genealogical connections are not always
clear (e. g. during migrations some parts of marga may forget
their common ancestor and for everyday-life needs deduce their
descent from the founder of the new village or complex of the
villages; cf. Boer p. 357), there is conserved in the Batak tradition
the complicated genealogical tree of margas, going far back and
beginning with the mythical ancestor of Bataks Si Radja Batak.
His two sons, Guru Tateabulan and Radja Isombaon, were tribal
ancestors of the groups Lontung and Sumba. From these two
chief groups a great number of contemporary margas were formed
by gradual splitting-up; each of them has its exact place in the
genealogical tree (see Vergouwen, and Ypes 1.].

Even from the contemporary division it is clear that margas
were originally also territorially united?) and the members of
them inhabited one or more villages (Loeb p. 19; Boer p. 356).
In the oldest Batak territory, region of Lake Toba, the traces of
this division are most distinctive. With the increase of population
migrations took place; margas did not migrate as a whole, only
one part severed itself at a time from the main body and occupied
new territory either independently or mixed with parts of other
margas (cf. Dijk p. 298). These migrations changed the territorial
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