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Oral tradition in the study of ulayat 
land disputes in West Sumatra

SUSI FITRIA DEWI

Abstract 
Land is a society’s potent symbol of wealth, social power, and culture. A long 
time ago, when extensive jungles and forests still abounded, there were probably 
no serious conflicts over land ownership. Groups were free to roam about and to 
open up land to extend their farming area in accordance to their needs. Groups in 
society marked the land they had cultivated to proclaim their ownership. These 
marks could be very simple and could simply be a tree, a big stone, or a piece 
of iron hammered into the soil, or they used the physical condition of the land 
itself such as rivers, lakes, hills etcetera as borders to distinguish their land from 
that of others. Minangkabau traditional society never recorded these borders in 
writing on paper, leaves, or stones or any other means as many peoples in other 
parts of the world do. Rather, they deemed it sufficient to use natural symbols 
to demarcate the important agreements they had made between them orally.
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Introduction1

As in other regions in Indonesia, before having been introduced to writing, 
the system of inheritance regulations of the Minangkabau in West Sumatra 
was transmitted and preserved orally. Oral tradition, like narratives, legends, 
anecdotes, pantun, and syair, as well as artistic body gestures and dances continue 
to exist and have remained part of the way of life up to the present day. Based 
on data found on www.tradisilisan.org,2 I define oral tradition as the total 

1	  This article based on the paper that was presented at the Seminar Antar Bangsa Tradisi 
Lisan Melayu, Klub Danau Golf, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, Bangi, Malaysia, 17-18 
November 2009.

2	  Http://tradisilisan.blogspot.com/ (accessed 27-11-2009, 5.38 am).
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