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The Elderly Must Endure

Ageing in the Minangkabau Community in Modern Indonesia

Since its independence in 1945, Indonesia has experienced decades of rapid social
change that have affected every area of life and have reached even the most remote
parts of the country. The impact on the experience of the population has been equally
significant, especially for those individuals who are over the age of 60 today and have
lived through much of this period. This book concerns older members of the
Minangkabau ethnic group, one of Indonesia’s many local cultures. The Minangkabau
have an ancient matrilineal social structure that is embodied in their local law and
customs (adat) and that, in the view of many Minangkabau, is under increasing pressure
in the modern context. Today’s older Minangkabau are deeply affected by these
challenges to the traditional way of life which relate to fundamental social patterns, such
as the nature of the long-established tradition of leaving their region of origin to work
elsewhere (marantau) and the structure of relationships within the extended family, as
well as the potential value of traditional practices in modern society. The gap between
their expectations that were formed early in their life and the realities of life in modern
Indonesia often create serious problems of cultural consonance that represent a
personal challenge for which there is no precedent and no established strategy to
address. This book is based on a long-term study of older Minangkabau in modern
Indonesia with a focus on cultural consonance. It profiles the members of one family from
a village in the highlands of West Sumatra whose members now live in cities across
Indonesia as well as in their village of origin. The challenges but also the opportunities
experienced by these individuals, and members of the older Minangkabau population in
general, are characteristic of similar social change experienced across Indonesia in
recent decades and illustrate the nature of culture shift in the rapidly urbanizing and
modernizing context of modern Indonesia.
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