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THE MINANCFA2U OF SUMATRA

A. loecatlon and Size

The Minangkabau are = ¥Fal:y neople lnhabiting the coastal
ares and highlands of West Contral Dumatra. The area it-
self is sometimes referred toas Minangkabau, Under Duteh
rule, 1t comprised the Suretreen Westcoast Resldency. Aceord~
ing to the 1930 census, the Minangkabau numbered 1,998,648;
eurrent estimates vary betrveen twe and three million.

B, Importance

Although the Minangkaleu corstitute only about 3.3 per
cent of the total populaticn ~f Indonesla, thelr importance
12 greater than that small perceatage would suggest. Ag one
of the most intelligent and pwoiressive peoples of Indonesia
and certainly of Sumatra, the Minzngdkabau have contributed a
ﬁﬁﬂﬁiﬁé?&bl{ disproportioli tz nunber of Indonesian leaders.
Mohammed Hatta, former viée oieslcent and second in popular
regard only to Sukarno, wun borr in Bukittingl. Sutan
Sjahrir, former premler atr heal of the Partal Sosialls
Indonesia, and Mohammed &!si-, former premier and chalirman
of the Masjumi Party, botl ede from Minangkabau, as do also
Mohammed Yamin and Mohammec Thaf=1, Doth former Ministers of
Edueation. Other prominent leadars from Minangkabau are
Djamaluddin Mallk, a parlicmentary laader of the Nahadatul
Ulama and publisher of the party organ Duta Mas jaraktat, and
Sabiial Rasjad, secretary pencral of the Parta sional
Tndonesia and a former Min‘ster of Labor., The late HadJji
Agus Salim, leader of the pres-war Sarekat Islam and Indoneslatls
revered "elder statesman" fro- 1adepandence untlil his death,
was also a Minangkabau.

C. Political L@;@lties

Although the Minangksb:u jmve contributed leaders to
most of Indonesiats ma%ar nolitiesl partles, they are prin-

¢ipally supporters of the Tsl.mlc-oriented Maszjuml Party.

In nearly every Minangkabon village the local Masjuml office
18 as much a fixture ap the villape mosque. Nevertheless, a
spirit of radicalism and ciitrome natliomalism is not absent,
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and Minangkabau has figured nrominently in the Indoneslan
struggle for imdependence. ?idang, the principal city of

the Minangkabau country, was the scene of the founding of

the Youth Movement in Sumatr: ip 1010; and in 1924 Sumatran
youth were instrumental in a;t&kliihia% the United Youth
Movement im Djakarta (then Bitevia). In 1927, an extemsive
agrarian revolutionary movem:it scrcurred in Minangkabau, whilch
the Duteh easily, though bloo1ily, suppressed., In December
15%5 and the following months, & bioody soclal revolution
whaich started in Atjeh and 1> Eumetras Eastcoast Residency
eventually spread to Minangkidsu. The result was the elimina-
tion of the remaining power 7 tie feudal aristoeraey.

~ The Partal Komunls Indon:sia (PKI) has had relatively
l1ittle suceess 1n the area d12 t» the conservative, Muslim
orientation of the geople an! to the abeence of any large
industrial class. It was oniy after 1625, when the PKI
e ed its tactlic of stresaing athelsw to ome of elaiming
similarities between the teachipss of Marx and Islam, which
they attempted to show by eliing certain passages from the
Xoran, that the PXI register:d zay progress at all., During
the 19301's, sufficient Minaniwb:u leftists were attracted by
this propaganda that they Jolieé irnto a separate party, the
Permi {Persatuan Muslimin Inbmesis}. As of today, however,
PEY EBtrength and Influence %11 Miiargkabau are negligible,

Ethnic Features

Ethnically the Minamgkabiii £:11 in the same broad racial
grouping~~Deutero-Malay--as =he \tjehnese, {oastal Malays,
Javanese, Sundanese, Madures:, Mictsparese-Buginese, Balinese
and Sasak. The Minangkabau whemaelves trace their original
dynasty back to Iskender {th: Ar.blc for Alexander the Great)
and eomsider their homeland o b: the ¢radle of the entire
Malay race, from whence began, asout 1160 A.D., the migrations
of Malays throughout Sumatra, Malaya and the archipelago.
Ascording to Minangkabau legrnd, thelr ancestors were the
original conquerors of Sumat:u; .nl there is hlstorlcal evl-
dence to suggest that a Minanchksbav kingdom once d1d extend
over most of the island.

D.

E. Ianguage and Literature

The Minangkebau aspeak a Eaﬁ%uage slosely related to modern
Malay, so close, in fact, thai liaguists are not yet agreed on
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whether it should be considertd : divergent dlalect of Malay
or a separate language. In &ny cass, the simllarlfy between
the two 1= striking. There #re iwo major dlalects of
Minangkabau--Agam and Pa akusbu-Tanah Datar--as well as
several minor ones, e t0 tFe relalmi€ InTluence, the
Minangkabau normally use a mecifted Arabic alphabet for
writing, although the Latin slphebel officially adopted for
Bshasa Indomesla 1s used to rome extent.

The Minangkabau have a litercture of thelr own consisting
chiefly of long poems, legeniery ani semi-historical 1in
nature. Shorter popular stoiZes do ocour, often in prose
mixed with verse, as well as ora‘icne and colleetions of
traditional writings. A favirite sibject for poems and books,
as well as for songs, is Imat BorJol {or Tungku Imam), a na-
tional hero who led the Minargkalau resistance to the Duteh
in the 1830's. Generally sptrking, all Minangkabau, whether
1iterate or not, are well accuaintel with the storiles of
Minangkabau legend amd history.

F. Economy

The sbundant rainfall and ws canie soll make the arez a
rich agiicultural reglon. Tle oi-ipcipal food crops are rice
{grown in wet and dry fields), ¢oeomuts, malze, cassavs and
ground nuts, Commerclal cropu “nelude sugar eane, tobacco,
eoffee and rubber., The Mipargkabav zre also fine craftsmen
who are famous throughout Inconals for their intriecately
earved houses, silver filagric work, fine kris blades, and
the magnificence of their weivin., and Jewelry. The area is
largely devold of mineral rencurces: 86 that there 1s 1ittle
industry. '

Aside from engagin% in lrcal agrieulture, hunting, fishing
and craft work, a considerable mmber of Minangkabau serve
a8 coolie labor on coffee plentatiéns In South Tapanuli. The
Minangkabau also have a wide reputstion for cumning and coni-
marcial sense as merchants ant traders, the valldity of whiceh
18 evidenced by the faet tha® they, virtually alone in all
Sonytheast Asia, have suecegsMilly repisted the invasion and
monopolistic aupr@max:{ of CH'nes~ traders, As traders, the
Minangkabau men travel widely anl tften, while their women
ran the homes and work im th: f1-1cds and on the coffee and
tobacco plantations.
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~ The Minangkabau have lon; be:n devout Muslims, and soclety
is comtrolled by the traditinial Muslie adat law, Muslim
religious leaders hold an houdred plase In soclety. Before
the Duteh gonquest and occup.:iea, the Padris {men in white,
so called from thelr gardb), Lcad:re of 3 strict, ascetlc
Muslim seect, brought all of Minangkabau and most of the rest
of Sumatra under thelr rule.

However, while Islam has “on; had a strong hold on the
peaple, it has had to compronize with traditional pre-Islamic
social values., Women have = posltion and independence un-
equalled in other Muslim socicti:s. Although somewhat weakenad
by infiltration of modern 1dius, Minangkabau has traditionally
been matrilineal {though not nat.-lerchal as 1s sometimes
alleged). The baslc soceial wnit it an 2xpanded famlly group
gf at least five generation: of blésd ralatives who trace com-
mon descent from one female ;nc2nter, though the head of the
group is a male, Membership “g %y birth alone, 1s not changed
during a personls lifetime, snd '8 lndependent of resldence
or household affiliation, Tyrditicnally, such e family group
of as magg aB 70 members lived together in a single large
house, Thelr houses, one of tha mest distinetive features
of the Minapgkabau laadeeape, have roof's ending in hornms,
like a Chinese temple, and ipiricat:ly carved outslide walls
and doore, Although the modern ‘read 1s away from these
large family residences, the senze > family solidarlty re-
meins strong.

This expended matrilinea} family group ls also a corpor-
ate unit, owning houses, lanc: and >ther ecommunal property.
The head of the group allots fam'ly land to an Indlvidual
menber for use during his 1i¥ettie, which reverts to the
group at fSeath. Under Minangbab:u adat law, no individual
may own land. .

Adat law on inheritance ¢iffers sharplx from orthodox
Muslim law as stipulated in tte Foran end is framed to ensure
the sontinucsd imtegrity of the femily group's property. When
& woman diles, her property it interited by her daughters or
by her daughtera! daughters; :nd only in the absence of any
direet female descendant 1s the proserty inherited by a
womant!s brothers or sisters. In th: caze of brothers, 1t

ig for their 1ifetime only, ¢ftor whilch it reverts to the
family group., W%hen a man dier, his proverty goes back to
his own matrilineal group, slthough he <an, in his 1lifetime,
dispose of half of it to his rons,
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These provislons appear to srioce from the faect that mar-
riages within the same matrilincal group are prohibited.
After warriage, the husghant :nd wi’e each continue to remain
s member of thelr respective furily groups. Traditionally,
the wife continues to live 3lth her own group; while the
husband, although he may mov: lrto hle wife's home, %enar»
ally remains in his own matrilires’ house of lives at a
ments house, simply visiting hic wife from time to time,

A village complex, nagerl, composed of 2 varylng number
of such matrilineal groups, 1s conurollied by a council com-
posed of the male heads of {reae gragiﬁ. In accordanee with
the matrililoeal practice, ttls teaiship is ipherited by a
man's pephew rather than hl¢ sor, The village is a closed,
exelusive soclety and &‘Str?f%ﬂTg not related by bloed or
adoption to one of the local farlly groups, would find it

hard to seftle there and be :ecept:d.

The Minangkabau, as a culturad and progressive people,
exhibit a strong partiality towsrds education, The wealthier
Minangkabaus have long arrapzed foc- their sons to receive a
W¥egtern education, @ fact wilch pechaps explains the prominent
role played in Indonesia by zen from Minanghabau., JIntellectual
unemployment has not been t¢l mch of a problem in Minangkabau.
The absence of economle devgloprent alopg capltallstle lines
means Tew ogpnrtunities for intelloctunl workers, so the
latter inevitably seek posiflion: elsewhere and, in fact, pre-
fer to do so since they no {cmiger “eel they "belong" in the
village community. This migration, resulting from lack of
opportunity as a consegueneg °f the rigié,ad%t family system
for individuals who have slackered thelr bonds with tradition,
has also involyed merchants, It 1: estimated that today more
than 100,000 Minangkabau ars 1ivin: in other parts of Indonesia.

' Modern art as well as the traditional erafts attract the
Hiaaaggggau. There is a modern ar. selwol in Xa jutaname,

& few milles from Padan an} an ar, ¢enter at Padang Pajang,
further up in the highlands, boinh “ounded by Mohammed Shafel,
the republicts first Ministe:r o/ Zducatiom. In 1951, a new

universlty was opened in Pal:ong.

members ghow a high level of political understanding as well
%8 interest in foreign affairs. VWomen's organizations are very
active and run special scho¢ls for trainimg girls for domestie
serviee and as nurses, and 3lso 11litersey classes in villages,
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Trade unlons are well efganfzei in Minangkabau, and their
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