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• • •

Abstrak
Studi ini mengkaji bagaimana identitas berkembang sebagai sebuah pilihan melalui 
kasus orang-orang Batak Toba yang bermigrasi ke wilayah pantai Timur Sumatera di 
wilayah perbatasan Asahan. Perantauan dalam kurun waktu yang panjang menyebabkan 
keterputusan terhadap wilayah asal dan kekaburan silsilah tarombo, seperti pada kasus 
Simargolang dan Nahombang marga raja-raja kampung, sebagai unit analisis studi. 
Strategi adaptasi memudahkan perpindahan dilakukan melalui pengambilan identitas 
Melayu-Islam dengan cara mengganti nama diri, penyembunyian marga dan masuk Islam. 
Siasat adaptasi tersebut dilakukan orang Batak Toba disebabkan menguatnya konflik 
kelompok kesukuan antara Melayu-Islam dengan kelompok suku lain di wilayah pesisir 
Pantai Sumatera, kaitannya dengan politik kolonisasi Belanda. Studi ini menemukan 
sesungguhnya istilah Pardembanan adalah konstruksi sosial dari orang luar kelompok 
mereka, konstruksi para etnografer, penulis sejarah awal serta bentukan kolonial 
Belanda yang kemudian dilanjutkan para peneliti tentang studi migran Batak Toba untuk 
membedakan migran Batak Toba berdasarkan karakternya. Satu karakter penting pada 
orang Batak Pardembanan adalah masuknya pengaruh Islam sebagai unsur utama pada 
praktik kehidupan mereka. Pada konteks studi Antropologi tentang identitas kelompok 
sosial temuan penelitian ini signifikan menunjukkan bahwa identitas merupakan pilihan 
dan ditentukan kelompok sosial itu sendiri. 

Keywords: Batak Pardembanan, Migration, Margolang, Nahombang, Identity, Social 
construction, Malay-Islam.

Abstract
This study examines how identity develops as a choice through the case of Toba Batak 
people who migrated to the East coast of Sumatra in the Asahan border region. Long 
periods of migration led to disconnection from the region of origin and blurring of 
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tarombo lineages, as in the case of Simargolang and Nahombang clans of village kings, as 
the study’s unit of analysis. Adaptation strategies to facilitate displacement were carried 
out through taking a Malay-Islamic identity by changing their names, hiding their clans 
and converting to Islam. The adaptation strategy was carried out by the Toba Batak 
people due to the strengthening of tribal group conflicts between Malay-Islam and other 
tribal groups in the coastal area of Sumatra, related to Dutch colonization politics. This 
study found that the term Pardembanan is actually a social construction from outsiders 
to their group, the construction of ethnographers, early chroniclers and Dutch colonial 
formations which were then continued by researchers on the study of Toba Batak migrants 
to distinguish Toba Batak migrants based on their character. One important character in 
the Pardembanan Batak people is the inclusion of Islamic influence as a major element 
in their life practices. In the context of Anthropology’s study of social group identity, the 
findings of this study are significant, showing that identity is a choice and is determined 
by the social group itself.

Kata kunci: Batak Pardembanan, Migrasi, Margolang, Nahombang, Identitas, Konstruksi 
sosial, Melayu-Islam. 

• • •

PENDAHULUAN

This study deals with the issue of the identity of the Toba Batak social group in the East Coast 
of Sumatra whose construction develops depending on the constructed meaning of the identity. 
Through their tactics, actors continuously build social construction and group identity based on 
their own choices. Referring to Bourdiue (Ritzer, 2014: 445) that actors continuously show practices 
based on the cognitive structure of their habitus in the social structure at hand. Following Bourdiue’s 
thinking that actors, in this study the Toba Batak people on the East Coast of Sumatra, their daily 
choices and practices are not completely completely limited by the Malay-Islamic social space as the 
host population in this region from the beginning. Even through the habitus, the practices and actions 
of actors are possible in the dynamics of the ongoing social structure. 

The Batak Pardembanan identity pinned to Toba Batak migrants, initially related to geographical 
space but developed into the meaning of ethnic grouping due to mixing in several elements such as 
language, social structure, marriage, religion, and changes in the beliefs of the Toba Batak people on 
the East Coast of Sumatra in Asahan. Through a long series of history, social contact and interaction 
between the inland population of the Toba region and the coastal population of the East Coast region 
in Asahan had already taken place before the Dutch came and controlled Toba.. 

Social contacts and interactions between the Toba Batak people from the inland area and the 
Islamic Malays in the coastal area occurred through trading activities carried out in their spare time 
from agricultural activities as the main livelihood. The arrival of Toba traders or pangallung to the 
Asahan region was increasingly crowded when the road was opened by the Dutch East Indies colonial 
government so that the two regions were increasingly connected. Historical records state that the road 
builders utilized the labor of forced laborers, pecok coolies, from the Javanese and some Toba Batak 
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manual laborers. The opening of the road from Toba to the Asahan region led to more interaction and 
the growth of Toba Batak community settlements along the trade route. 

These social contacts and interactions show that the arrival of people from inland areas to 
Asahan was not only aimed at trading, where the East Coast of Sumatra was the center of trade at that 
time, but was part of a strategy to study the situation of the coastal areas visited. Some of the Toba 
people who came later received acceptance from the village kings in Asahan by giving permission to 
open areas in certain parts from the mid-1800s to the 1903s (Purba & Purba, 1997).

The early Toba Batak people and villages who lived in this area were later referred to as Batak 
Pardembanan. In the beginning, as in Nainggolan’s study, these Batak Toba migrants still practiced 
their customs, used clans and followed the dalihan na tolu kinship structure and still adhered to the 
religion of the Toba Batak people (Nainggolan, 2012).

Using Bordiue’s theoretical perspective, this study aims to show how Pardembanan Batak social 
identity is more of a social construction and choice according to the social context faced in accordance 
with the interests of the actors. This social construction continues to develop along with the changing 
social control space until now. This study was conducted using a qualitative ethnographic method 
approach. The data presented in this study is based on the results of in-depth interviews and diligent 
observations. In-depth interviews were conducted with the second generation of Toba Batak people 
along the research location. Observations of the life of the Toba Batak community were observed 
directly in the research site villages in Bandar Pulau and Bandar Pasir Mandoge in Asahan district. 
Data validity assurance and analysis were carried out following Spradley’s (2018) technique. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Social Situation of Batak Toba in the Inland and Malay-Islam in the Coastal Area 

The geographical structure of Tanah Batak is largely a hilly and mountainous area where the 
ratio of hilly areas to lowlands is very contrasting(Simanjuntak, 2006). Agricultural land as the main 
livelihood is very limited. Farmers plant rice in the narrow valleys of the hillside by utilizing the 
creeks for irrigation. This condition of limited agricultural land encourages the tradition and desire of 
farmers to continuously seek the possibility of expanding agricultural land. 

Due to the situation of limited agricultural land in the North Tapanuli region, many studies 
mention that not many large-scale agricultural products have been obtained from the Toba area in 
the past. Although not produced in large quantities, the needs of people in the East Coast region 
of Sumatra depended on the supply of those in the hinterland. The main agricultural products in 
the hinterland included rice, coffee and the forest products of camphor, frankincense, cinnamon 
and rattan. Marsden even mentions that the best quality frankincense was obtained by people from 
the Batak hinterland. Cinnamon bark, likewise, is a necessary ingredient that thrives in the interior 
of Tapanuli. Rattan was mainly traded in the eastern coastal region of Sumatra, where the Dutch 
sent it to Europe every year by cargo ship (William Marsden, 2016). These agricultural and forest 
commodities were exchanged for other necessities of life, especially salt, iron and brass wire obtained 
from the coastal areas. 
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On the other hand, Asahan, which is located in the lowland area of the East Coast, was based 
on Reid’s study as a sparsely populated area at least until the 1860s. In addition, the area had fertile 
agricultural land reserves and was a developed and secure port city (Reid, 2011). The attractiveness 
of this East Coast coastal area seems to be one of the attractions of the Batak Toba people, slowly 
entering and starting to settle in the East Coast area, Asahan. They did not reach the coastal area and 
preferred plains suitable for rice farming around the river. The choice of location seems to have been 
deliberately made by considering simple farming methods and the limited availability of family labor.

As mentioned, Toba Batak farmers have difficulty obtaining agricultural land in the interior of 
Toba. Rice fields can only be cultivated in the cracks of the hills by making multi-storey fortresses. 
The limitation of family livelihood is one of the reasons for the movement of the Batak Toba people 
to Asahan with the aim of finding wider and more fertile agricultural land. 

The wave of displacement of these farmers occurred before 1800. They came from Toba via a 
path through the forest of the Bukit Barisan area where the two regions were directly connected by 
following the river. The influx from the Tapanuli region followed the main flow of the Asahan river 
and several tributaries in the hinterland of the Bandar Pulau hills, such as Aek Masihi, Aek Tarum, 
Aek Sakur and Silau river. The Asahan River is directly connected to its source in Lake Toba with a 
length of approximately 147 kilometers. The rivers flow from Parapat through Porsea, Balige, to the 
interior of Asahan in the hilly region between Pinggol Toba, Gonting Malaha, Pargambiran, Buntu 
Maraja, Aek Tarum, Gajah Sakti, Aek Piasa, Tinggi Raja, Kisaran, Teluk Nibung, Tanjung Balai to the 
east of the Malacca Strait. Along this river channel, the villages of the Batak Toba people developed 
until now.

Migration flows reached a peak around 1920 to 1930 after the economic depression. This 
condition was caused by the need for agricultural land due to population density in the Tapanuli 
region. Overcrowding in Toba was overcome by expanding the settlement area through hak golat, 
but this method was not also able to solve the problem of population density (Purba & Purba, 1997). 
Exploitation of land through intensive agricultural systems in the pre-war period caused soil damage, 
erosion and aridity pushing out Batak Toba farmers (Ikhsan, 2015). 

The addition of Toba Batak migrants to Asahan in large numbers between 1900 and the 1940s. 
This increase in Toba migrants was due to the opening of plantations. The displacement situation 
was facilitated by the opening of the highway between the Tapanuli area and the East Sumatra region 
(Bungaran Antonius Simanjuntak, 2002). In 1942, the Toba Batak migrants benefited from being 
able to work on lands managed by foreign plantations that were abandoned by their owners after the 
arrival of Japan (Perre, 2010). 

In 1948, when the Batak land region was hit by a smallpox epidemic, many Toba Bataks fled. 
The groups of unauthorized managers of former plantation land occurred in a situation of lack of 
clear leadership after the war (Ikhsan, 2015: 150). The flow of Toba Batak people who also came from 
among farmers looking for new fertile and large land after entering 1945 was based on the view that 
Indonesian territory was the right of the people. The movement to Asahan that occurred after 1940 to 
1950 was carried out by farmers and plantation job seekers (Bungaran Antonius Simanjuntak, 2002). 
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According to Perret’s study, the 1950 migration took place mainly after the abolition of the 
East Sumatran State. Although the Republic of Indonesia had been established in 1945, there were 
still political tensions in the sultanates of Langkat, Deli Serdang and Asahan between the sultanates 
and the parties and mass organizations dominated by migrants. Until the social revolution in East 
Sumatra in 1946 (Perre, 2010). This tension, as Agustono’s study reports, continued until 1948 with 
the establishment of the Dutch-supported East Sumatran State, which was dissolved one year later in 
1949 due to popular. 

Some of the young migrants worked in plantations or cleared new encroachment land for 
farming (Purba & Purba, 1998). While working on the plantation, Batak Toba migrants built their 
farmland outside the plantation property. Once the plantation was opened they moved and occupied 
the land.

As more and more migrants gathered on newly opened land, villages of the Toba Batak 
community were formed. Cleared forest lands are developed into farms. The fields were planted with 
rice, secondary crops and rubber by intercropping. Before rubber and other hard plants developed, 
the cultivation land was still planted with rice and secondary crops. When rubber plants can be 
tapped, rice and secondary crops are no longer planted, and they return to look for new openings.

In addition to geographical factors such as tophographic conditions, land fertility and 
demographic factors such as population density, which are more widely stated in many studies on the 
migration of the Toba Batak from their original region, based on the search during the research, the 
researcher found that the situation of division and Dutch colonial pressure had more influence on the 
migration from the Toba area to Asahan, as based on family oral history. A large number of descendants 
of migrants recounted that the situation in the villages in Toba became very uncomfortable and unsafe 
to live in. Those who fled the pressure of Dutch control in Toba to the Toba Batak villages that began 
to be pioneered on the outskirts of the Asahan forest because they felt that the living situation was 
safer in the interior.

The situation of Dutch colonization in Toba was the most important reason for the first 
generation of Toba Batak people who moved to the East Coast of Sumatra in Asahan, as a driving 
factor for the migration in addition to limited sources of livelihood. As is the general trend of outsiders 
labeling the Batak Pardembanan group, researchers did not find sufficiently strong data linking their 
departure to the East Coast of Sumatra with the aim of loosening up and letting go of customary 
rules. Especially the customary rules regarding the rules prohibiting surname marriage, which based 
on the data, on the contrary, the rules are still practiced. The study findings provide an important 
contribution of knowledge to the trend of views and studies that link the causes of the migration of 
the Toba Batak people to Asahan with the cause of the occurrence of surname marriage or jumbar, 
as an incestuous marriage according to custom. The researcher’s view is corroborated by the fact that 
there is a strong prohibition and opposition to the practice of surname marriage among the Toba 
Batak in Asahan from the past to their descendants today. Another important finding seems to link 
the term Batak Pardembanan to the influx of Islamic elements in their life practices in all dimensions 
of their life practices and customs. 
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The arrival of the Batak Toba on the East Coast of Sumatra

Throughout the search for studies conducted, there is not much written material written by 
descendants of the Toba Batak people about the history of the first generation’s migration to the East 
Coast region in Asahan, the location of this study. Due to the limited historical records, the disclosure 
of the history of the arrival of the Toba Batak in this research area utilizes more oral history. The use 
of oral history sources as a source of historical reference, refers to Vansina’s opinion where messages 
that are maintained by word of mouth are maintained for at least one generation.

 Even if written material is found, it is usually in the form of family and clan tarombo genealogical 
charts that they compile in brief sheets and with very limited information about the year, place and 
person’s name. Interestingly, the oral history of the family and clan is maintained from generation 
to generation as a source of knowledge explaining the history of their existence in Asahan. The oral 
history of the migration of the Toba Batak people is preserved at least three levels of generations, 
mainly known by the third generation of the Toba Batak in Asahan. 

Often researchers find diversity regarding the expression of the oral history of families of Batak 
Toba descent encountered throughout the study. Therefore, the researcher as carefully as possible 
checks the truth of the information put forward through cross-checking the oral information put 
forward by one informant with informants or utilizing other sources such as documents and study 
results.

Referring to family histories and study reports on Batak Toba migration, the migration that took 
place to Asahan occurred in at least five stages of movement. The first migration of the Batak Toba 
people to Asahan took place long before the 1800s. The report written by Marsden in 1783 wrote 
that there was already an intense relationship between the coastal population and the Batak people 
from the interior. The Batak people are physically described as shorter than the Malays. Through 
Miller’s travel report quoted by Marsden, it is stated that on June 21, 1772 while on a ship’s journey 
to the northern interior of Tapanuli, from the lowland area, Kuala Lumut, which is uninhabited about 
three quarters of a mile from that place on the other side of the river there is a Batak village at the 
top of a small hill. The king of the Batak village was informed by the Malays of the presence of the 
expeditionary party, so he met and invited them to his house, as Marsden notes (William Marsden, 
2016).

Marsden’s description shows that the process of migration of Batak people to the East coast of 
Sumatra has been going on for centuries. It is likely that within the span of this long migration period 
as suggested in Nainggolan’s study the Karo people have entered the coastal areas of Langkat, Deli 
and Serdang. The Simalungun had settled in Batubara and the Toba Batak had migrated and settled 
between Asahan and Barumun. Gradually, they were pushed into or blended with Malay society 
(Nainggolan, 2012). 

Marsden’s writing is further clarified by John Anderson’s 1823 travel report. When Anderson 
arrived in East Sumatra and entered areas such as Langkat, Deli, Batubara and Asahan he found Batak 
settlements not far from the coastline inhabited by Malay-speaking Muslim communities descended 
from Malay immigrants from Jambi, Palembang, the Malay Peninsula, Minangkabau, Bugis and Java. 
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Not only was the community settled, there had been intermarriage between the descendants of these 
immigrants and the Malays. Batak people who had embraced Islam for several generations began 
to follow Malay customs, language and names, although they never forgot their Batak clan (Karl. J. 
Pelzer, 1985).

The settlement of most of these inland Batak people in Asahan has survived according to Reid 
(Reid, 2007). Although the influence of the Acehnese rulers, which began in the early 1600s, eventually 
faded as the small river kingdoms of Panai, Bilah and Asahan were dominated by Minangkabau people 
from Central Sumatra and Malays from Johor. Thus there was a kind of barrier and separation of the 
settlement of the Batak Toba people in Asahan from the beginning (Pelly, 1994).

The process of moving to Asahan based on Purba & Purba’s research report occurred before 
Christianity entered Tapanuli (Purba & Purba, 1998:5). Meanwhile, the interaction of the Batak 
people with the Malays had taken place before the spread of Islam (Nainggolan, 2012). When 
referring to Reid’s opinion, the spread of Christianity carried out by the German Rhenisch Mission 
Society institution for the spread of religion in Sumatra has only developed since 1861. Through 
the efforts of Ludwig Nommensen, Christianity was spread to the northern part of Sumatra, from 
Silindung to Lake Toba (Reid, 2011). 

This history is corroborated by the stories of Toba Batak descendants in Asahan who say that 
when they arrived in Asahan the Toba Batak people still followed animist beliefs. After settling down, 
most of them embraced Islam here until their descendants now. Based on the oral history of families, 
the arrival of the Toba Batak people to Asahan a long time ago through the trade journey of people 
from Toba long before the arrival of the Dutch to the Tapanuli region. The arrival of Toba Batak 
migrants grew after colonization by the Dutch due to pressure and an uncomfortable situation after 
Dutch control of the Toba area. The number continued to grow due to the labor needs of Dutch 
plantations widely opened in Asahan around 1929. 

The oral histories presented by families and the results of relevant studies understand that the 
migration of the Toba Batak people to Asahan does not appear to have occurred in a single arrival. 
This opinion is based on variations in a number of stories about their arrival in Asahan. In addition to 
differences in the period of migration, the Toba Batak migrants also came from various areas of origin 
in Toba. 

The results of the search for the migration of the Toba Batak people in Asahan show that the 
migration process took place gradually. The move to Asahan occurred after going through several 
other regions or several villages in Asahan before settling down. On the way from one place to the 
next, it is not uncommon for the migrants to die and be buried in that place. This gradual migration 
made it difficult to trace the tarombo lineage and certain names were lost from the lineage due to 
individuals who died during the migration period. 

Some families recounted that their first generation first stopped in places such as Mandoge, 
Haboko, Aek Nagali, Aek Tarum, Buntu Maraja, then spread out again to various destinations in 
Asahan until they settled down. Some of the migrants from Toba lived temporarily in Napa, Asahan 
and then moved again to Piasa Hulu in Tinggi Raja, Asahan. After Tinggi Raja, they settled until 
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now in Pargambiran village, Gunung Berkat, Asahan. Another family experience tells the story of 
an early move from Sihiong to Pokkalan. Then they migrated to Toguan Dolok, then to Parhassing, 
and then arrived at Hutapadang Bandar Pasir Mandoge. Other oral histories mention that the move 
was made from Lumban Dabolak, Silamosik to Simbara and then back to Toba although not to their 
original village. There were also those who moved from the Sitorang area in Toba to Parlakitangan 
Simalungun. After one generation here, their descendants moved to Buntu Pane, Asahan. 

The gradual movement was related to the need to secure a source of livelihood. If they 
experienced difficulties in one place, they moved to another. Only a small proportion of those who 
moved immediately settled in one destination. Those who are married and have families in the 
destination village are more likely to stay in one village. This is because the risk of living on the move 
is greater. 

Not only gradually, but sometimes there is a kind of reverse flow from one place to another 
and then back again. As in Perret’s study, it was found that in the 1930s when there were economic 
difficulties, a number of plantations on the coast of Sumatra closed (Perre, 2010). Or because of 
the independence war, where during the Dutch colonial period the Toba Batak people entered from 
Porsea to Bandar Pulau, then spread again to Bandar Pasir Mandoge and Buntu Pane. Furthermore, 
from these three places they moved again to Pulau Rakyat and Sungai Kepayang. After the Japanese 
colonization, conflicts increased among the people and this made the situation uncertain (Reid, 
2011).

Until 1951 there was still movement in and out of certain areas of Asahan due to natural 
conditions or because most relatives had moved elsewhere. In other situations, during the unrest of 
the social revolution in East Sumatra in 1946, the State of East Sumatra in 1948, the Revolutionary 
Government of the Republic of Indonesia in 1958, and the Indonesian Communist Party rebellion 
in 1965, displacement to the villages continued.

The Obscurity of Batak Pardembanan

There are two clan groups in the study area, Simargolang and nahombang, which are hardly 
found in other Toba Batak distribution areas. This may be due to the small number of owners of these 
clans or their lack of recognition in the tarombo genealogy of the Toba Batak clans. The Simargolang 
tarombo line is described by the descendants of Simargolang to Siraja Batak, part of the descendants 
of Siraja Borbor. The opinion that mentions this is corroborated by information provided by several 
families of Simargolang descendants around Pulu Raja, Pulau Rakyat and Bandar Pulau sub-districts. 
Information about the Simargolang clan was sought from the descendants of the late Mr. Kamaluddin 
Simargolang who lived in Pekan Bandar Pulau. The origin of their family is said by their descendants 
to come from Borbor in the Samosir area. Apart from Pekan Bandar Pulau, Simargolang clan owners 
are also found in Pulu Raja, Aek Batu, Kisaran and Tanjungbalai.

The existence of Simargolang, according to researchers, is important in relation to the history of 
Asahan’s development in relation to the tambo of Asahan sultans who are said to still have a connection 
with Batak Toba. Based on Reid’s research, all the kingdoms in the area of the small rivers in the East 
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Coast region, namely Panai, Bilah, and Asahan, revealed that their history developed through the 
control of Iskandar Muda from Aceh since the early 17th century (Reid, 2007). Lombard’s study 
states that Iskandar Muda’s expansion of power since 1612 to the East Coast region to Johor and 
Malacca was a strategy to prevent foreign trading fleets, especially the Dutch and Portuguese, from 
controlling this region (Lombard, 2007). 

The territories that had been controlled were bound through brotherhood and marriage so that 
new kings emerged to maintain Aceh’s power (Lombard, 2007). It seems that this marriage strategy 
was one of the ways that influenced the rapid development of Islam on the east coast of Sumatra and 
its surrounding areas since the 15th and 16th centuries. This practice had already been observed in 
Malacca, where foreign traders converted to Islam by marrying Muslim Malacca women (Muljana, 
1968). 

This strategy is corroborated by Perret’s study in which the sultans of Aceh sent their descendants 
to establish villages and teach Islam in new areas outside their main territory (Perre, 2010). Although 
according to the data collected by Lombard, the relationship between the Acehnese rulers and the 
Batak people from the interior was not very cordial from the beginning. In particular, the attitude of 
the Muslims towards the beliefs and disposition of the Batak people from the interior was considered 
more violent. However, because of the livelihood interests between them, trade relations continued 
(Lombard, 2007). It seems that the history that states the kinship of the sultans of Asahan with the 
descendants of Batak Toba through marriage, one of them with the descendants of Simargolang, is 
supported by the facts of several studies. 

In the Lontung clan hemisphere, where the Simargolang tarombo is positioned, Vergouwen 
found many differences and deviations in lineage when compared to the Sumba hemisphere. One 
of the reasons for this is the wide area of distribution of the Lontung clans. It is likely that in the 
past when a small group migrated away from a clan and started a new life and a new lineage, their 
genealogical knowledge became blurred. It may even be lost in hundreds of years of separation 
(Vergouwen, 1986). 

According to Vergouwen, when viewed based on the tarombo of Batak clans, it is stated that 
Guru Tateabulan’s second son, Sariburaja, is the ancestor of two large groups of Lontung cleavage 
clans, namely the original Lontung clan and the Borbor set (Vergouwen, 1986). Guru Tateabulan 
himself had five sons; Si Raja Biakbiak, Tuan Sariburaja, Limbong Mulana, Sagala Raja, and Malau 
Raja, and four daughters; Si Boru Pareme, Si Boru Anting Sabungan, Si Boru Biding Laut, and Si 
Boru Nan Tinjo (Marbun et al., 2017).

One of his children, the eldest named Raja Biakbiak, is said to have gone to Aceh and left no 
descendants. Interestingly, the ancestor of the Lontung clan group, Si Raja Lontung, was born from a 
marriage against custom or marsumbang between Sariburaja and Si Borupareme, his sister, who was 
then expelled from Sianjurmulamula to Sabulan on the coast of Lake Toba. In turn, Si Raja Lontung, 
as stated by Vergouwen, committed an act of sumbang with his mother without both of them realizing 
it (Vergouwen, 1986).
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This discordant marriage caused Sariburaja’s descendants to separate from Guru Tateabulan’s 
descendants and form their own clans, namely, the Lontung clan and the Borbormarsada clan 
(Nainggolan, 2012). With a slight variation, it is said that initially Tuan Sariburaja was married to Nai 
Margiring Laut, and had a male descendant named Raja Iborboron (Borbor). But then an offense 
occurred between Sariburaja and Si Boru Pareme. Sariburaja was threatened with death, but then she 
fled to the Sabulan forest and left Si Boru Parema. Si Raja Lontung himself descended many clans 
(Marbun et al., 2017)

The seven sons of Si Raja Lontung developed clan descendants, namely Situmorang, Sinaga, 
Pandiangin, Nainggolan, Simatupang, Aritonang, and Siregar. His two daughters, namely Si Boru 
Anak Pandan married Toga Sihombing, while Siboru Panggabean married Toga Simamora. The 
seven clans that developed from the seven sons of Si Raja Lontung also gave rise to a very large 
number of clan branches. Situmorang’s descendants gave birth to clan branches including Lumban 
Pahae, Lumbannahor, Suhutnihuta, Siringoringo, Sitohang, Rumapea, Padang and Solin. Meanwhile, 
Sinaga’s descendants only gave rise to three clan branches, namely Simanjorang, Simandalahi, 
and Barutu. Furthermore, the descendants of the Pandiangin clan developed branch clans such as 
Samosir, Gultom, Pakpahan, Sidari, Sitinjak, and Harianja. Nainggolan’s descendants have branch 
clans including Rumahombar, Parhusip, Batubara, Lumban Tungkup, Lumban Siantar, Hutabalian, 
Lumban Raja, Pusuk, Buaton, and Nahulae. Furthermore, from the descendants of Siamtupang there 
are branch clans such as Togatorop, Sianturi and Siburian. Aritonang’s descendants have branch 
clans, namely Ompu Sunggu, Rajagukguk, and Simaremare. The descendants of Siregar have branch 
clans including Silo, Dongoran, Silali, Siagian, Ritonga and Sormin. The marriage of Saribu Raja with 
Nai Margiling Laut was blessed with a son named Raja Iborboron or Sirajaborbor who descended all 
Borbor clans. From his grandson named Datu Taladibabana (sixth sundut) six sons were born as the 
origin of the clan namely Datu Dalu or Sahangmaima, Sipahutar, Harahap, Tanjung, Pulungan, and 
Simargolang (Marbun et al., 2017). 

It is not known for certain whether this marsumbang mythology had an impact on the movement 
and existence of the clans of this group, including Simargolang in its development. According to the 
researcher, it is highly unlikely that the sumbang marriage story influenced the concealment of the 
Simargolang clan. This is mainly related to the level of generation or sundut and the time span of the 
event. In addition, if the marsumbang story has an effect, then why does it not affect all other Borbor 
clans so that they have to hide their clan identity due to the shame of the sumbang that occurred. 

Another possibility, based on Vergouwen’s study, is that the Borbor clan group does not have 
its own territory because it was expelled from the Lake Toba environment, so Simargolang no longer 
has a hometown in the Toba area. The long period of displacement in Asahan led to the blurring of 
Simargolang’s tarombo lineage. 

It seems that there are still several versions about the existence of the Simargolang clan, and 
researchers did not find Vergouwen writing Simargolang in the Borbor clan in his writings (Vergouwen, 
1986). Some opinions developed in Asahan say that Simargolang is a title or designation for people 
who wear bracelets or “margolang” on their hands. Those who wear the bracelet are descendants of 
kings since before the Asahan sultanate. 
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Apart from variations and differences, what is certain is that based on information submitted by 
families of Simargolang and Nahombang descendants which is corroborated by the results of previous 
studies that these two clans are descendants of the Toba Batak who have long lived in Asahan, before 
the 1800s. Connected to Vergouwen’s opinion, due to the displacement of the Toba Batak people and 
not living centrally in an area and communication that was interrupted for a long time, cross-opinions 
regarding the origin of clans, branches, branches and levels of this clan in the Toba Batak tarombo are 
common. 

Some sources reveal that this Simargolang king occupied the Pulu Raja region, at Pangkalan 
Sitarak. Pangkalan Sitarak is a catchment area or harbor for canoes, ships, in the Pulu Raja area. 
Another important evidence that shows the presence of the Simargolang clan here is the Simargolang 
monument built on the side of the Asahan river bridge on the side of the Pulu Raja Sumatra crossing 
road. The monument was built two stories high using bricks. Around the monument are several 
graves covered with grass and there are no tombstones to mark the graves. 

The term raja in this case is more of a title for a ruler or village head at that time rather than a 
king in the sense of a large kingdom. The use of the term raja when referring to Nainggolan’s study is 
an influence from the Malay social structure, which in the Toba region is called raja huta, which is the 
clan that opens the village (Nainggolan, 2012). 

This opinion is relevant to the results of tracing the history of several villages that researchers 
conducted in Bandar Pulau, Bandar Pasir Mandoge, and Buntu Pane that the kings here are village 
heads. Village leaders in the Bandar Pasir Mandoge area, for example, are said to come from the 
Manurung clan, namely Raja Pinggan Bagasan, Raja Bosar Sipinggan, Raja Ujung Sipinggan, Raja 
Sipinggan Najawa, Raja Pinggan Najae, and Raja Pinggan Najou. These kings headed villages in 
Bandar Pasir Mandoge as far as Silo Jawa, which eventually developed into the villages of Silo Jawa, 
Huta Padang, Sei Nadoras, Sei Kopas, and Huta Bagasan. This is as stated through the oral history 
source of Isa Sinurat in Huta Padang, Bandar Pasir Mandoge, where based on the genealogy of kinship 
the Manurung kings here are a group of wife-givers or hula-hula from the descendants of the Sinurat 
clan. 

During the Asahan sultanate, the appointment of a Batak who was under the sultan’s orders 
was an interference and influence of the Dutch. The Batak people appointed by the sultan held the 
mandate of an Islamic leader using the legitimacy of Islamic law, where this influence had actually 
been carried out since Dutch control in Batak land as stated in the studies of Ikhsan (Ikhsan, 2015) 
(Simanjuntak, 2006). 

Village chiefs and their descendants are positioned as kings who are called by the title lord. 
Most opinions suggest that the title of tuan in this case is an influence of the Malay social structure 
that distinguishes between nobles and the people. The title of lord for the descendants of the village 
kings was found in several mountain villages in the Bandar Pulau area such as Gajah Sakti and Buntu 
Maraja. Even on one of the tombstones, such as the tomb of Ja’far Sihombing in Gajah Sakti village, 
the title tuan (“ta” and “nun”) is written in Arabic-Malay letters.. 
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The Sultanate of Asahan in its history began to be conquered by the Dutch since September 22, 
1865. The government system was led by a controller based on the mandate of Gouverments Besluit 
number 2 dated 30 September 1867 concerning the establishment of the Asahan Afdeling whose 
administrative center was in Tanjung Balai. Asahan as an afdeling includes three Onder Afdeling 
areas, namely: Asahan, Batubara, and Labuhanbatu. During the Dutch colonial period in Asahan, the 
existence of the kings or village heads was maintained and used. 

Although under the control of the Dutch colonial government, the kingdom of the sultan 
of Asahan and the government of the plainsmen such as in Batubara were still recognized by the 
Dutch but they did not have full power. The Asahan Sultanate’s territory was divided by the Dutch 
into several districts and onder districts, namely: Tanjung Balai district and onder district Sungai 
Kepayang, Kisaran district, Bandar Pulau district and onder district Bandar Pasir Mandoge. Areas 
such as Indra Pura Self Bestuur, Lima Puluh, Pesisir, Suku Dua (Bogak and Lima Laras) became the 
power of the datuk in Batubara (Central Bureau of Statistics of Asahan Regency, 2010).

The division of the region did not seem to change much until March 13, 1942 when Japan took 
control of Asahan by simplifying the division of the region into: Asahan Bunsyu and Fuku Bunsyu 
Batubara underneath. The smaller districts were Tanjung Balai, Kisaran, Bandar Pulau, Pulau Rakyat 
and Sungai Kepayang. This system lasted until just before Indonesian independence in 1945. After 
independence, since March 15, 1946 the Asahan government system was divided into five districts, 
namely: Tanjung Balai, Kisaran, North Batubara, South Batubara and Bandar Pulau. 

Meanwhile, in the inland areas such as Buntu Maraja village in Bandar Pulau in the history 
of its development was led by kings of Sihombing descent or often also called Nahombang. Like 
the Simargolang clan the Nahombang in Asahan are also descendants of the Toba Batak who have 
embraced Islam. Basically surnamed Sihombing. Based on oral history and tarombo genealogy, the 
descendants of the Sihombing clan here are descendants of King Si Barani who married the daughter 
of King Simargolang in Pulu Raja.

Based on the clan tarombo and the oral history of the descendants of Mr. Jafar Sihombing who 
is a descendant of the Nahombang king, it is revealed that Si Raja Barani, also known as Nahombang 
or silambing pinggol which means people who have wide earlobes, was the first generation of 
Sihombing to reach Asahan from Bahal Batu, Siborongborong. During his hunting trip, mangultop, 
after a few days in the forest, he finally reached the outskirts of the people’s fields in the area of Raja 
Simargolang’s village in Pulu Raja. After being accepted and settled in the area, Si Raja Barani was 
finally married to Ina Manose boru Simargolang, the daughter of King Simargolang. 

The marriage took place after Si Raja Barani, who had the magic, followed Islam, which had been 
adopted by King Simargolang and his descendants for a long time in this area. After Si Raja Barani’s 
conversion to Islam in Asahan, he and his descendants were better known as Si Nahombang rather 
than Sihombing as his original surname. Through the marriage of Si Raja Barani with Ina Manose, he 
was blessed with four sons, namely Tuan Manaksak Gunung in Gunung huta, Tuan Gunung Maraja 
in Buntu Maraja, Tuan Kamsah, and Tuan Domu Raja. From these four people, the descendants of 
the Sihombing clan developed from the line of Si Raja Barani. 
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According to the family tarombo lineage, Mr. Jafar Sihombing, born in 1924 and died in 1987, 
was the son of Mr. Jenal Sihombing who resided on Maria Island. When the lineage is drawn back 
to Si Raja Barani, both Mr. Jenal Sihombing and Mr. Jafar Sihombing are in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth generations since the migration to Asahan of their first ancestor, Si Raja Barani. Mr. Jafar 
Sihombing had eight children, four of whom have passed away, two of whom live in Gajah Sakti 
village, namely Mr. Baktiar Sihombing and his younger sister Nuraen boru Sihombing.

Nahombang’s descendants historically became the kings of villages along Bandar Pulau to the 
villages of the Toba Batak people in the mountain region of Buntu Maraja, which was originally called 
Simpang Tiga village. Simpang Tiga village was ruled by four kings of Nahombang descendants, 
namely: Mr. Jafar Sihombing became the village head in Batu Gajah, Simpang Tiga was led by King 
Tuan Daurung Sihombing, Si Godong-Godong was led by Mr. Manis Sihombing, and Mr. Kamsah 
Sihombing as the village head in Maria Gunung. The graves of the descendants of the Nahombang 
kings are still found in the Gunung villages such as the grave of Mr. Jafar Sihombing in Gajah Sakti 
village.

Social Construction and Choice of Batak Pardembanan Identity 

The study came to the finding that the Simargolang and Nahombang clan groups were among 
the Batak clans that moved from the Toba region to the East Coast of Sumatra before 1800 AD. 
Associated with the Batak term Pardembanan or halak demban, these early nomadic clans, including 
Simargolang, entered Asahan to conduct trade in addition to their basic livelihood as farmers, 
referring to the studies of Purba & Purba (1998) and Perret (2010).

Based on reports of several studies, it is geographically mentioned that the community called 
Batak Pardembanan is located between Simalungun and Malay Asahan settlements. Because they live 
between the borders of the Simalungun and Asahan regions, some opinions say that these two clans, 
Simargolang and Nahombang, are part of the Simalungun clan that has long inhabited the Asahan 
region. In ancient times before the establishment of the Sultanate of Asahan, these two clan groups 
had small sovereign kingdoms.

The researcher refers to Vergouwen’s opinion that there are many differences and deviations in 
the lineage of the clans due to the vast area of their distribution. It is likely that in the past if a small 
group migrated away from a clan and started a new life and a new lineage, their genealogical knowledge 
became blurred and even lost in a situation of separation for hundreds of years (Vergouwen, 1986).

Pardembanan or demban comes from the Simalungun Batak language which means betel. Based 
on the origin of the language, according to one opinion, Pardembanan was originally the name of an 
old village in Bandar Pasir Mandoge District which later changed its name to Huta Padang. Referring 
to Nainggolan’s study, Pardembanan and Simalungun are separated by the Silau Tua River. These 
Pardembanan people occupy the Silo Maraja area in Asahan. Furthermore, Perret’s study suggests 
that in Asahan there is a community group called halak demban, which means people who take an 
oath of friendship by performing a betel nut eating ceremony as a symbolic food. This situation is 
reinforced by Marsden’s description that people on the island of Sumatra widely have the habit of 
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chewing betel and always carry it around. Betel is also commonly served to guests at events as a 
symbol of hospitality and politeness.

The researcher found that the meaning of Batak Pardembanan in Perret’s depiction is different 
from the description of several studies such as Nainggolan’s study. Batak Pardembanan in the findings 
of Perret’s study seems to refer to a community of Batak Toba people from the hinterland who are 
bound by an agreement with coastal rulers in Asahan to exchange goods needed between the two. In 
accordance with the context of the time, all interactions between coastal and inland areas were based 
on treaties. This is reinforced by the name of the place bandar, which is a transitional area as a meeting 
place for trade. Specifically in the Asahan area, as stated, the word bandar means a place where people 
from the lowlands trade with people from the highlands. According to the researcher, Perret’s view is 
stronger. 

Based on the search for place names in Asahan, researchers found at least two places that have 
the word bandar, namely Bandar Pulau and Bandar Pasir Mandoge, which historically were trading 
centers. The goods exchanged at the trade meeting place as stated in several studies were mainly 
rice and salt. Rice was widely produced by farmers in Asahan and was needed by the surrounding 
kingdoms. Meanwhile, salt was brought from Java or South India as one of the most needed trade 
goods for people from the highlands. 

Based on information obtained by the researcher, the Simalungun people who inhabit the 
Penghilir area on the border of Batubara and Asahan have long been considered Maya-Maya (Malay) 
people because they have become Muslims. Although their lives have been influenced by Malay, they 
still identify themselves as Simalungun as evidenced by the use of the Simalungun language in the 
community. 

The researcher himself is of the view that the tendency of the studies that the researcher 
found, emphasizes the transition of Pardembanan sociocultural characteristics and attaches 
these characteristics broadly to the Toba Batak in Asahan. Researchers have a view that the term 
pardembanan was originally related to geographical aspects and the mixing of several parts such as 
in language characteristics, social structure, marriage, religion, and especially changes in beliefs, then 
developed into the meaning of ethnic grouping. In the language characteristics of halak demban, 
among others, using the Toba Batak language and village chats with Malay dialects. The facts of 
assimilation show that the actual influence of sociocultural elements on the Toba Batak community 
in the transition area comes not only from Malay but also from Simalungun. In language, mixing does 
not only occur between the Toba Batak language and Malay but also Simalungun. This can be seen, 
for example, from the similarity of a number of vocabularies in the daily use of the Toba Batak people 
in Asahan. In the language element, some examples here are put forward some vocabulary that is 
still used by the Toba Batak people in Asahan and shows mixing with the Simalungun language, 
including demban (betel), hoji (like), hio (sarong), doha (long), bosur (full), legan (other), juma 
(field). Even a number of village names in the research location are said to have been influenced by 
the Simalungun language such as Buntu Pane, Urung Pane, Piasa Ulu, Bandar Pasir Mandoge, Bandar 
Pulau, Sionggang, Rahuning, Gunung Malayu, Gunung Berkat, Maria Gunung, Buntu Maraja, 
Gonting Malaha and others. Furthermore, the Malay influence was even greater since 1630 when the 
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Asahan sultanate was established.(Wardi & Arif, 2023) 

As for the social structure, the social structure of the Pardembanan Batak village is influenced by 
the Malay social structure where the village head uses the term king. The mixing of Batak and Malay-
Islam through marriage can be seen in the introduction of mahram rules or people who are prohibited 
from marrying based on Islamic teachings. As long as there are no obstacles regarding the mahram, 
Toba Batak people who are Muslim here are allowed to marry even though the customary rules 
regarding the prohibition of intermarriage are still followed. The foundation of this study came to the 
conclusion that from a number of characteristics put forward by researchers regarding the existence 
of the Toba Batak in Asahan, a common thread was seen that the most prominent characteristic was 
actually a change in their religion and beliefs, namely Islam.

In the researcher’s view, this case is similar to the findings of Maunati (2004) in his study of the 
Dayak people. Maunati found that on the basis of Christianity the typical characteristics of the Dayak 
were determined at this time. Dayak construction experienced a shift which was associated with a 
number of customs such as head hunting, death rituals, animist beliefs and changes in the kinship 
system related to changes in longhouse living patterns. Changes in a number of customs, especially 
the practice of animist beliefs, shifted the construction of Dayak to mean non-Muslim or non-Malay 
native people. In the 1960s, when Christianization developed, the meaning of Dayak narrowed to 
those who were Christian. In the case of the Toba Batak people on the East Coast of Sumatra, Perret’s 
study came to the conclusion that the Batak label was an opposition to the Malay label which had 
emerged simultaneously since the 16th century. The Islamic-Malay construction with the meaning of 
a more civilized social group and the Batak with characteristics rough and undeveloped.

 Referring to the comparison between Dayak and Pardembanan Batak studies, the results of the 
study and data findings collected while in the field, the researchers have the view that Pardembanan 
identity is a social construction of people outside their group. Based on information searches conducted 
by researchers throughout the research location, Toba Batak descendants do not recognize the term 
Pardembanan and refuse to have this identity attached to them. One interesting thing was that when 
the researchers asked Toba Batak people about the term Pardembanan Batak during the research, 
most of them did not know and refused to attach this label to them. The Toba Batak descendants at 
their research location still identify themselves as Toba Batak people, even though their descendants 
in Asahan have converted to Islam and abandoned the beliefs of their ancestors. Islam as a religion 
and Toba Batak as a tribe.(Dzul Fadli Sya’bana, 2021) 

Apart from the term Pardembanan, other terms have developed in relation to Toba Batak 
descendants in Asahan, namely Batak dalleh and kampung people. The term Batak dalleh is not very 
popular because it is considered insulting, apparently this term was coined to mean that the Toba 
Batak people no longer know tarombo and understand customs. In the 1960s, the term kampung 
people developed with the meaning of Islamic Batak people, this term was preferred by Toba Batak 
descendants at least until the 1980s. On the one hand, researchers found their desire to carry out 
traditional practices in harmony with Islamic teachings, while maintaining the basic principles of 
Toba Batak custom, on the other hand. Therefore, according to Toba traditional leaders and Batak 
figures in Asahan, there should be no conflict between customs and Islamic teachings, because the 
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two complement each other.

The term Pardembanan seems to have been coined by the Toba Batak group outside them 
or the construction of ethnographers and early historical writers such as Purba and Purba (1997; 
1998), Nainggolan (2012) or the Dutch colonial formation which was then continued by researchers 
studying Batak migrants in East Sumatra to distinguish Toba Batak migrants based on their character. 
Damanik’s (2018) study, in line with Perret, found errors in the categorization of ethnic groups 
in the context of East Sumatra in several ethnographic works by foreign experts that developed in 
the 15th century. Based on Damanik’s re-study of ethnohistorical, archaeological, historical and 
anthropological data, he came to the conclusion that the Ethnographers or outsiders created the 
Batak and Malay constructions as an effort to simplify social groupings based on similarities in 
geographic boundaries, livelihood characteristics and religion. However, the categorization of ethnic 
groups continues and is used in social science references.

Apart from changes in a number of Pardembanan Batak characteristics, this seems to be a strategy 
in the East Sumatra Coastal trade situation where people use Malay. This strategy, as stated in Ikhsan’s 
study, aims to gain access to sources of livelihood, followed by changes in ways of life such as physical 
cleanliness, clothing, housing and living equipment, so that they are not considered foreigners in 
society (Ikhsan, 2015). For the Toba Batak people who lived among the Malay dominions, either 
because of trade and economics or because of conflict situations in the interior, this situation gave rise 
to their interest in following the ways of the people in the region and over time they became followers 
of Islam.

Perret wrote that by the 19th century AD the relationship between coastal Islamic rulers and 
leaders of people in the interior was carried out through marriage. The marriage relations that occurred 
opened up opportunities for Malay rulers to make trade contacts with inland areas. According to Perret, 
these methods seem to make the Islamization of the Batak people more meaningful than war. The 
Padri case in the southern part of Lake Toba proves that Islamization did not occur absolutely, where 
people after the war still adhered to old beliefs, there were also those who returned to following their 
original beliefs. According to Perret, the Padri War only had an indirect impact on the Islamization 
process in the East Coast region, where some of the residents who fled the conflict situation went to 
the East Coast to live with Islamic communities (Perre, 2010). Every tribal group involved in trade 
relations in the East Sumatra Coastal area at that time seemed to experience something similar to the 
Toba Batak people. Even though traders in Southeast Asia in the past came from various ancestry 
such as Java, Myanmar, India, China, the Philippines, according to Ikhsan, they were still classified as 
Malay, because they spoke Malay or were Muslim (Ikhsan, 2015).

It seems that the meaning that the Pardembanan Batak people are a social group that lost and 
let go of their Batakan identity and became Malay as constructed by these researchers does not fully 
correspond to reality with the practices shown by the Pardembanan Batak people. Where they still 
maintain their traditions and identity as Toba Batak people even though they have followed the 
Islamic religion in Asahan. The facts of the mixing that occurred between tribes from inland and 
coastal areas show that the East Coast region of Sumatra has long since grown into a very diverse 
space. The researcher’s view is that the development of Batak in the East Coast region of Sumatra 
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as a tribal identity, the interpretation of its meaning, is largely determined by the construction of 
interest groups towards those who are called or call themselves Batak people. Following Bourdiue’s 
theoretical framework in this study, ultimately identity is a choice and determined by the social group 
itself.

CONCLUSION

The results of investigations into the migration of Toba Batak people in Asahan show a gradual 
migration process. Not only gradual, sometimes it shows alternating current. Sometimes it takes 
place through several areas, after one generation moves to another place or village and then settles 
down. Traveling from one place to another, quite a few migrants were found dead and buried by 
their families in that place. Immigration over a long period of time causes a disconnection from the 
region of origin and the tarombo lineage becomes blurred, due to the loss of certain names from the 
lineage line. As in the case of the Simargolang and Nahombang clans of village kings. Simargolang’s 
descendants claim that they are part of the Borbor family from Toba. Likewise Sihombing or better 
known as Nahombang in Asahan.

The strategy to facilitate the migration process was carried out through adopting a Malay-Islamic 
identity by changing one’s name by using names like the names of Malay-Islamic people, hiding one’s 
surname by not using it in social interactions in society and converting to Islam. Changing names 
and not including surnames is a strategy to make it easier to blend in in the Asahan situation. This 
was done by the migrants in connection with the strengthening of tribal conflict between Malay-
Muslims and immigrants in the coastal region of East Sumatra, in connection with the politics of 
Dutch colonization in Asahan.

Related to the term pardembanan or dalleh, this is a social construction from people outside 
their group, namely the Toba Batak people in the Tapanuli region of origin, the construction of 
ethnographers and early history writers as well as the Dutch colonial formation which was then 
continued by researchers regarding the study of Toba Batak migrants to differentiate Toba Batak 
migrants based on their character. The concept of pardembanan, which was originally related to 
geographical space, developed into the meaning of ethnic grouping due to the mixing of several 
elements such as language, social structure, marriage, religion, as well as changes in the beliefs of Toba 
Batak migrants. Based on a number of characteristics put forward by researchers related to the term 
pardembanan, what is most emphasized about the existence of the Toba Batak in Asahan is related to 
changes in their beliefs, namely Islam. The researcher concluded that the meaning constructed from 
this concept is not completely relevant to reality, and has a derogatory connotation as a Toba Batak 
person who has lost his Batak identity. At the practical level, the Toba Batak people in Asahan have 
maintained their Batak identity until their descendants today.
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