
An Anticipate the Scarcity of Agricultural Labour 

among Simalungunese, North Sumatra, Indonesia 

Erond L. Damanik1), Rosmaida Sinaga1) and Maya Oktora1) 

1, Universitas Negeri Medan, North Sumatra Province, Indonesia 

eronddamanik@unimed.ac.id

Abstract. This article discusses the anticipated labour scarcity in the farming 

community in Simalungun. In essence, the problem focuses on culture-based 

labour exchange which is approached according to Malinowski's structural 

functionalism. Data collection was carried out through participant observation, 

in-depth interviews, and distributing questionnaires in 10 different locations. This 

study finds Haroan, an empirical cultural collaboration that ignores the wage 

system but rather a balanced reciprocal labour exchange. This culture-based 

principle is effective in anticipating a scarcity of labour whose core is 

perseverance, solidarity, loyalty and integrity. 
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1 Introduction 

The study does not focus on agricultural technology such as seeds, fertilizers, pesti-

cides, and irrigation, including prices and markets, but rather on the farm management 

behaviour in dry and wet cultivation. Culture is a product of human behaviour, consist-

ing of knowledge and technical processes. The farming community has the initiative, 

creativity, and local intellect to manage farms. More specifically, the study emphasizes 

the anticipation of the scarcity of workers to manage farms in rural areas. This anthro-

pological study helps agricultural social engineering programs that are more participa-

tory, and widespread within the framework of sustainable development agriculture. It 

empowers local inputs, wisdom, and values for agricultural sustainability.  

The background for the study is agricultural management in Simalungun with a pat-

tern of labour exchange, characterized collectively and immaterialism. Labour ex-

change has been a characteristic of agricultural management in the last two decades 

(2000-2020). This exchange is intended to anticipate the labour scarcity of managing 

agriculture, the main source of income for two-thirds of the population in Simalungun 

Regency. Industrialized agriculture, is the identified main factor of labour scarcity.  On 

the one hand, the transition from subsistence to commercial is seen as changing in line 

with agricultural modernization. However, on the other hand, agriculture does not com-

pletely shift from subsistence to agribusiness.  

Industrialized agriculture, gradually abandoning subsistence for agribusiness. How-

ever, agribusiness is carried out through the application of limited technology. Agricul-
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tural industrialization is only focused on the use of chemical fertilizers, seeds, and pes-

ticides, while mechanical equipment is still minimal. A tractor or hand tractor, for ex-

ample, is only used to loosen the soil, while a hand sprayer is used to spray pesticides. 

Buffalo is not used unless for transporting agricultural produce from the fields to the 

village. Wage and contract-based work systems are reduced. The mechanism for pay-

ment of wages, both in the form of money and rice, has moved into labour exchange. 

Trends in agricultural management, thus labour-oriented, give priority to labour. Lim-

ited capital and a high desire for commercialization are indications of labour exchange.  

The study compares labour exchanges in two different topographies, “Upper 

Simalungun, and Lower Simalungun” [1]. In both regions, agriculture involving the dry 

cultivation method in the highlands and wet cultivation method in the lowlands has 

been experiencing commercialization and labour scarcity [2]. Labour exchange, in both 

regions, has become an effective strategy to anticipate labour shortages while ensuring 

agricultural sustainability. It covers all agricultural activities in one or more seasons; 

tilling, seed sowing, weeding, fertilizing, pest control, and harvesting. 

In social science, agriculture is an interesting object of study. Several researchers 

have focused on anthropological agricultural investigations [3,4,5,6]. On the one hand, 

farmers are seen as “irrational” [7], “lazy producers” [8], “efficient but poor” [9], an 

“involute” [10] and “limited needs, an attitude of satisfaction without compulsion” [11]. 

On the other hand, farmers are considered to have “economic morals” [12], “rational 

and willing to take risks” [13]. Farmers can combine “local knowledge and outside 

influences to create agricultural knowledge, strategies for use of resources, and gradu-

ally adopt new agricultural techniques” [14]. Farmers are deemed to have the basis of 

“cooperation, solidarity, loyalty, and mutual assistance”. Agricultural knowledge is a 

reproduction of knowledge about the environment, behaviour based on the “local cir-

cumference, time-tested experience, and education” [15].  

In Simalungun, socio-economic studies on agriculture were carried out by several 

Western researchers with different focuses. Agricultural economics is a determinant of 

social change, including social relations, work ethic, time-effectiveness, agricultural 

management, commodity types, collaboration, and mobility [16,17]. Gradually, sub-

sistence agriculture was turning into agribusiness [18]. This transition to agribusiness 

resulted in the “reduction of poverty” [19]. The transition from subsistence to agribusi-

ness shows the “rationality of the farming community” [20]. The farming community 

reflects dualism; “not fully polyculture-patterned peasants, but not fully monoculture-

patterned farmers either” [21]. Simalungun farmers were not identified as “peasants” 

or “farmers” [22]. Agriculture, despite having a commercial pattern, uses its surplus to 

fulfil basic needs.  Subsistence farming, in other words, is not abandoned at all even 

though in practice it is commercially oriented. Commercial desire is driven more by 

meeting basic needs, not by investment or savings. 

The scarcity of labour in the last two decades is anticipated through exchanges. Ex-

change is a form of institutionalizing the social function of the behaviour. It involves 

cooperation, mutual assistance, solidarity, and loyalty. The study is an exploration of 

functional cultural patterns, a theme that is rarely elaborated on in anticipating the scar-

city of labour in the Simalungun farming community. Malinowski’s structural-func-
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tionalism approach is used to analyze the object of study. Labour exchange is the insti-

tutionalization of behavioural functions. It is an effective means of anticipating labour 

scarcity. It also ignores wages and material payments, except in the form of labour. 

Labor exchanges are reciprocal, non-material transactions, representing effectiveness, 

completeness, and worker solidarity. 

2 Theoretical Framework 

Exchange conducted to anticipate the scarcity of labour in the Simalungun farming 

community is reciprocity. Simply put, reciprocity is a mutual exchange between indi-

viduals and groups within a certain period. Reciprocity, although derived from the ex-

change mechanism in the traditional economic system [23,24], also be found in modern 

society. In Simalungun, for example, reciprocity becomes a mechanism to anticipate 

the scarcity of labour to manage farmlands. The parties involved reduce the system of 

daily wage and contract pay. Comparability is seen in the exchange of labour among 

group members.   

The reciprocity mechanism is derived from the notes of Malinowski [25] on the 

Kula economic system in the Trobriand Islands. Kula is a trade mechanism employed 

in the exchange of goods and services. It shows the pattern of transactions in a single 

continuous relational line. On one side, the exchange is carried out without compensa-

tion, and on the other side, it demands compensation. Reciprocity is built on the strength 

of solidarity and loyalty among individuals and groups. It affects the continuity of local 

values and traditions. Solidarity and loyalty, the nature of reciprocity, are manifested 

in the form of collaboration and mutual assistance.  

Reciprocity creates a moral burden on the part of the offender to return everything 

they received: goods, services, gifts, money, gifts, energy, support, and willingness. It 

establishes social ties through religion, beliefs, social organization, and the common 

experience of being on the same boat, to maintain and continue social relations. Reci-

procity is thus rooted in the shared feelings of each member. Reciprocity in the Kula 

economy reflects selfless actions and a pattern of collectivism. However, it gradually 

shifted into self-interest for personal gains. Reciprocity is thus not a free exchange.  

Social interaction, the basic assumption of reciprocity, is an economic transaction, 

but it is not always valued materially. Reciprocity includes economic and social ex-

change. In terms of economic exchange, it refers to the comparability of goods, ser-

vices, and value-added objects, while in social exchange it includes non-material as-

pects; service, support, willingness, honour, and participation. Reciprocity relies on ex-

change to receive awards, rewards, support, honour, willingness, and materials. All 

forms of “exchange” [26] and “gifts” [27], and never come free. 

Reciprocity, according to Sahlins [28] is divided into three categories; (1) general-

ized reciprocity, the exchange of goods and services without the preset return limits. It 

is not law, but rather moral truth, that controls and drives the actions of giving and 

receiving; (2) balanced reciprocity, the goods, and services exchanged are comparable 

and marked by the time of receipt and return of exchange. Exchange should not entail 
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additional value from the goods and services involved. Agents of exchange are auton-

omous social units, and (3) negative reciprocity, unequal exchange, which harms either 

or both parties due to matters of denial. Kinship, the principle of reciprocity, reflects 

human ethics. Kinship begets solidarity and loyalty. Human reciprocity is used to mo-

bilize resources in society. Mobilization is realized through collaboration and mutual 

assistance. Reciprocity is born from the idea that humans are social creatures. As social 

beings, the exchange system underlies all aspects of human life. The exchange system 

plays an important role in meeting the needs of goods and services. Every agent of 

exchange has a moral obligation to return in the same or different form.  

In this study, labour exchange is seen as reciprocity according to the structural-

functionalism paradigm. Reciprocity, according to structural-functionalism is an under-

standing of the relational and functional patterns of social structure.  Structural-func-

tionalism is rooted in the thinking of Spencer [29] and Comte [30], but it was Durkheim 

[31] who developed it systematically. The structural-functionalism in social anthropol-

ogy was pioneered by two British scholars; Radcliffe-Brown [32] and Malinowski. 

However, both had different views when it comes to its function and structure in society 

[33].  Its function, according to Radcliffe-Brown [34], is for social institutions to con-

tribute to the stability of social structures, while according to Malinowski, it is the use 

that underlies the stability of the structure.  Individuals are psychobiological realities 

fulfilling 7 psychological and biological needs: nutrition, reproduction, physical com-

fort, safety, relaxation, movement, and growth. All activities that fulfil those psychobi-

ological needs, according to Malinowski, are deemed cultural. Cultural activities are 

modifications under social habits and the environment. Those are thus the instruments 

used to fulfil needs according to the social environment [35].  

Reciprocity, through Malinowski’s thought, is an instrument for meeting the farm-

ing community’s needs for labour. Reciprocity becomes an instrument to ensure the 

sustainability of the agricultural sector, both subsistence and agribusiness. As an instru-

ment, reciprocity is conditioning, imposing limits on human activity through norms and 

values. The instrument produces a distinctive pattern of cultural behaviour, which ap-

pears in the form of norms, customs, ideas, artefacts, and beliefs. The overall behaviour 

is the adaptation and implementation of norms, customs, beliefs, and ideas [36,37]. 

Thus, labour exchange is reciprocity, the institutionalization of behaviour functions ac-

cording to the Simalungun cultural norms, values, ideas, customs, and beliefs.  

Culture concretely includes inherited artefacts, goods, technical processes, ideas, 

habits and values and parallels that of Tylor [38]: “that whole complex which includes 

knowledge, beliefs, art, law, morals, customs and all other capabilities and habits ac-

quired by man as a member of society”. According to both definitions, reciprocity in-

cludes knowledge and technical processes, products of cultural behaviour. As a product 

of behavior, reciprocity is thus universal, containing capability and habit, carried over 

from one generation to the next.   

Reciprocity in social implementation, according to Malinowski’s structural-func-

tionalism, appears to be more systematic: (1) the functioning whole, in which reciproc-

ity functions as a whole. The basic principle of exchange is collaboration and mutual 

assistance. (2) systems which are significant in the community to fulfil technical pro-

cesses and knowledge; and (3) social inheritance, in which the behaviour of reciprocity 
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is not determined by racial determinism, but rather inherited socially from one's prede-

cessor. The social environment is a determinant of behaviour [39]. Social inheritance 

is a force that includes norms, values, customs, structures, and systems, influencing, 

and shaping the personality of individuals in the community. Mutual assistance and 

collaborative behaviour determine the limitations of humans in managing every aspect 

of their daily lives. 

Functional patterns appear in the institutionalization of behaviour to meet human 

needs. As such, reciprocity is the institutionalization of work functions, which include 

personnel, material culture, knowledge, rules, beliefs, and charters. Reciprocity is a 

cultural imperative with a relational pattern, functional, and significant in meeting psy-

chobiological needs. Being a cultural imperative, reciprocity includes two main points: 

(1) instruments, containing technical process and knowledge, and (2) integration, con-

taining solidarity and loyalty. Reciprocity, thus, is the condition which must be fulfilled 

if the community is to survive. The theoretical framework above is used to analyze 

exchanges in anticipation of labour shortages in the village. The relevance of the ap-

proach to the object of study is that labour exchange is the institutionalization of 

behavioural functions for collaboration and mutual assistance.  

 

 

3 Method 

This study was conducted qualitatively using a pragmatic approach [40]. A qualitative 

study aims to describe labour exchange in an objective, subjective, unbiased, and im-

partial manner. Exchange, a form of institutionalizing behaviour that functions to an-

ticipate labour crises, requires a qualitative explanation. A pragmatic approach with a 

mixed-method design [41] is an ideal choice to understand the reality of exchange to 

fulfil labour needs. A pragmatic approach explains social reality with the best infor-

mation [42] or becomes useful when information from a single source proves insuffi-

cient [43]. A pragmatic approach refers to a nomothetic, causal-functional, and holistic 

view of understanding a problem [44].  

Malinowski's structural-functional paradigm is used to understand exchanges in an-

ticipation of labour scarcity. Reciprocity, in this case, labour exchange, is a structural-

functional relationship, the institutionalization of behavioural functions. Cultural activ-

ities are born from the experience of associated relational units [45, 46]. The structural-

functionalism paradigm, in the case of labour exchange, is parallel with a conceptual 

model of underlying human behaviour [47] in anticipating labour scarcity. The mecha-

nism explains general reciprocity, proportionality, and negativity, all of which are prod-

ucts of socially institutionalized behaviour.  

The subjects of the study were farmers in 10 different villages, representing 2 topo-

graphical characteristics, dry cultivation, and wet cultivation. Data were collected by 

observing participants, in-depth interviews, and questionnaires. Observation of 

participants was carried out in the 10 studied villages. In-depth interviews involved 20 

informants, consisting of 10 key informants: 5 village heads and 5 traditional institution 
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leaders. Key informants were 10 farmers, randomly selected at the study site. The ques-

tionnaire contained 10 questions, each giving 4 options, disseminated to 250 respond-

ents, consisting of randomly selected 25 respondents per village, who represent 2 topo-

graphical environments. Research questions determined the methodology and rhetoric 

because all approaches have validity [48]. An understanding was formed based on the 

detailed narrative of the informant in the natural environment.  

All details, patterns, mechanisms, structures, and functions were collected, rec-

orded, and became materials for analysis. The results of observations and interviews 

became the basic framework to uncover the reality and format of reciprocity, while the 

results of the questionnaire complemented the analysis. Descriptive-qualitative analysis 

was used to understand reality and reciprocity formats. The analysis focused on socially 

institutionalized labour exchange functions in the Simalungun farming community. The 

study contributes to a more participatory, intensive, and extensive social engineering, 

empowering input, wisdom, and locality values in a format of sustainable development 

agriculture. 

 

4 Result and Discussion 

Simalungun Regency in the North Sumatra Province of Indonesia has a tropical climate. 

Geographically, it is located at 02036’-03018’ North Latitude, and 98032'-99035' East 

Longitude coordinates.  The population in 2019 was 863,693, spread across 32 districts, 

27 subdistricts, and 386 villages [49]. The total land area is 438,660 hectares, consisting 

of 138,838.46 hectares of forest area, with the remaining area being residential and 

agricultural. The Pine (Pinus mercuric) forest in Girsangsipanganbolon District was 

spearheaded by the Dutch colonial government in 1925 [50] whereas the Meranti 

(Shorea sp) forest in Purba District was developed during the British occupation of 

1947. Besides supporting the tropical climate, both contribute to the development of 

Lake Toba tourism [51]. Forests in Simalungun are upstream rivers that flow into Lake 

Toba and the Malacca Strait.  

Topographically, the regions are distinguished by elevation; Upper Simalungun to 

the west, and Lower Simalungun to the east.  Upper Simalungun is a plateau, with an 

average elevation of 700-1400 meters above sea level. Its territory consists of 

Silimahuta, Pamatangsilimahuta, Purba, Purbahorisan, Dologsilou, Dologpanribuan, 

Dologmasagal, Dologpardamean, Rayahuluan, Rayakahean, Jorlanghataran, 

Sidamanik, Nagoridolog, Raya, and Paneitongah. The main agricultural method here is 

dry cultivation, without irrigation, and which relies on rain. Second crops and tubers 

are relatively abandoned and the farmers have shifted to “growing horticulture, a com-

modity introduced by Botje, a Dutch agricultural scholar, in 1915” [52].  

Coffee and oranges (Citrus X Sinensis), two new commercial commodities, began 

to be planted in 2005 and 2010. Other than Karo, Upper Simalungun is the largest pro-

ducer of horticulture and oranges in North Sumatra. Horticultural production includes 

potatoes (Solanum tuberosum), tomatoes (Solanum Lycopersicum), eggplants (Solanum 

melongena), cabbages (Brassica oleracea var. Capitata), broccoli (Brassica oleracea 

An Anticipate the Scarcity of Agricultural Labour             767



 

 

var. Botrytis), mustards (Brassica Chinensis var. Parachinensis), carrots (Daucus 

Carota), chilli peppers (Capsicum annum), lettuces (Lactuca sativa), and leeks (Allium 

porrum). Every day, hundreds of tons of agricultural produce are marketed to Medan. 

Some of them are exported to Java and abroad.  Rice (Oryza sativa) is still cultivated 

in small quantities.  

Lower Simalungun is a lowland with an average elevation of 100-700 meters above 

sea level.  The main agricultural methods used here are wet cultivation and irrigation. 

Its territory consists of Girsangsipanganbolon, Sarbelawan, Bandar, Bandarmarsilam, 

Ujungpadang, Bosarmaligas, Hutabayuraja, Jawamaraja, Tanohjawa, 

Pardagangantomuan, and Siantar. Most rice fields have been converted to plantation 

areas since 1907 [53]. The dominance of tea (Camellia sinensis), rubber (Hevea 

brasiliensis), palm (Elaeis oleifera), and chocolate (Theobroma cacao L) commodities 

had impacts on the reduction of agricultural land area [54]. Farmers lost land and some 

became plantation labourers instead. Some farmers who do not work the plantations 

turn to planting rice (Oryza sativa), corn (Zea mays), and cassava (Manihot esculenta). 

Lower Simalungun is the largest producer of these three commodities in North Sumatra. 

Tea, one of the plantation commodities of North Sumatra, can only be found in 

Simalungun. Figure 1 below is a map of the Simalungun Regency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. Map of Simalungun Regency 

 

In Simalungun, 67 % of the population relies on agriculture, both dry and wet culti-

vation methods, as a source of their basic income. Based on the production approach, 

the agricultural sector in 2019 rose by 6.18% and contributed 48.6 % of the region's 

self-made revenues. Agricultural agents and distributors are found in each village, fund-

ing expeditions to transport agricultural products as far as Karo, Medan, 

Pamatangsiantar, Riau, Batam, and Java Island. In the sub-district centres, shops are 

selling agricultural equipment and supplies, chemical fertilizers, compost, pesticides, 

and seeds. The payment mechanism is done in cash, instalment, or post-harvest. It is 
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not uncommon for agricultural products to be bought by agents before harvest. If prices 

go up, agents buy up all the products. However, if prices decline, it is not uncommon 

for harvests to be delayed, sold at a modest price, or left to rot in the fields, as natural 

compost.  

Simalungun farmers are not agriculture graduates- they are farmers by experience 

who learn from others or are otherwise time-tested. Supervisors from the agricultural 

services are not operating the theoretical view and are not able to overcome pests and 

plant diseases. An interview with Hermanus Girsang through personal communication, 

January 30, 2020 in Silimahuta, mentions the following: [55] 

“In general, the practice of agriculture is based on experience. We learned a lot 

from the farmers that we believe to have been successful or asked questions directly 

to agricultural shops. Right now, our agricultural output is quite good. However, the 

fundamental problem we face today is the difficulty in getting labour. Almost no 

one can be persuaded to work in the fields, even though they are given wages, even 

though labour is direly required to plant, weed, fertilize, spray, and harvest. Labour 

is also needed post-harvest” 

 

In the last 2 decades (2000-2020), farmers have been complaining about (1) uncon-

trolled pests and diseases, (2) the relatively high price of chemical fertilizers and pesti-

cides, (3) fluctuations in the value of produce, oftentimes at very low prices, (4) agri-

cultural supervision is not functioning optimally, and (5) scarcity of labour to work the 

farmlands. This study, as explained above, focuses on anticipating the scarcity of labour 

to manage agriculture. Scarcity has implications for labour difficulties, which in 

Simalungun villages is anticipated through reciprocity, as explained below.  

The scarcity of labour managing agriculture is influenced by 6 factors; (1) the tran-

sition from subsistence agriculture to agribusiness in the mid-1990s; (2) land intensifi-

cation and agricultural diversification; (3) competition for labour; (4) limited payment 

of wages; (5) migration of young people to the cities, to pursue higher education or to 

look for jobs; and (6) the advent of investment farmers. However, commercialization 

has been identified as the main cause of labour scarcity. It has an impact on 3 things; 

(1) transition from subsistence agriculture to agribusiness with the hope of gaining as 

much proof as possible. Farmers adopt new commodities even though they do not have 

enough knowledge. Farmers rely on experience, sharing knowledge among farmers, or 

asking those who have succeeded; (2) agricultural intensification. Each owner prefers 

to work in his area than on someone else’s land. Daily wages, contracts, and other pay-

ment materials are reduced except for labour exchange. The “agricultural involution” 

in Java also occurred in Simalungun. However, farmers were able to anticipate involu-

tion through commercialization; (3) commodity diversifications.  

Despite being commercially oriented, it is not monoculture but rather polyculture. 

The general reality of agriculture is to combine commercial and subsistence commodi-

ties (intercropping). Oranges and coffee are planted in one field, and in the other are 

mustard greens, corn, tomatoes, cabbages, and cassava. For example, it is not uncom-

mon for chilli to be planted between rice and corn. Cabbages, tomatoes, mustard greens, 

potatoes, broccoli, leeks, and chillies are planted between oranges and coffee.  In the 
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fields, rice and fish are cultivated simultaneously. The diversification method is in-

tended to anticipate prices, and (4) inability to pay wages. Daily workers are paid a 

wage of Indonesian Rupiah [IDR] 85,000 per day, plus snacks, cigarettes, and betel. 

This means that workers get an average wage of IDR 100,000 per day. People from 

Java and Toba who seek jobs in Upper Simalungun need daily and contract work. How-

ever, only a small proportion of farmers can pay their wages.    

Although commercially oriented, farmers have not yet employed larger, stronger, 

and faster machinery. Large machines such as tractors in dry cultivation and hand trac-

tors in wet cultivation are used to loosen the soil. Compressor machines and sprayers 

are used in dry cultivation, but the operation requires labour. Hand sprayers, on the 

other hand, are used in wet cultivation. Agricultural technology products used are 

merely pesticides, chemical fertilizers, and superior seeds. Agricultural management 

includes sowing, planting, weeding, fertilizing, and harvesting, relying entirely on 

labour. The economy of farmers is highly dependent on the commercialization of sub-

sistence agriculture. However, commercialization on the one hand requires labor and 

capital, but on the other hand, it has extremely limited availability. 

Before the mid-1990s, agricultural management was carried out through wage pay-

ment mechanisms, both daily and contract-based. The average wage is IDR 65,000 per 

day. The farm owner provides snacks twice daily, in the morning and the evening, as 

well as betel for women and cigarettes for men. Work starts at 09:00 AM and ends at 

18:00. The success of agriculture encouraged Toba people to migrate to Simalungun, 

followed by the Javanese people who migrated from Lower Simalungun to Upper 

Simalungun. In Simalungun, Javanese and Toba people became agricultural workers. 

However, during the 1997 economic recession, agriculture in Simalungun collapsed. 

The price of produce dropped while the prices of fertilizers, seeds, and pesticides in-

creased. Most farmers could not afford to pay daily wages or wholesale, snacks, betel, 

and cigarettes.   

Despite the recession, production plummeted while demand increased, so the farm-

ers had no choice but to continue farming. To reduce their losses, in 2005 most farmers 

switched to Kopi Ateng, an Arabica Coffee variety from Gayo, with a production time 

of 2 years. Gradually, Ateng Coffee was able to revive the farmers’ economy. Agricul-

tural intensification and diversification were reapplied. Horticulture, crops, tubers, and 

coffee were planted simultaneously. Corresponding types of pesticides, chemical ferti-

lizers, and seeds were introduced by agricultural shops. Farmers’ economy rose. In 

2010, citrus commodities were planted in Upper Simalungun. Since 2010, Upper 

Simalungun has become the second-largest producer and centre for horticulture, or-

anges, and coffee after Karo, while Lower Simalungun has become the main producer 

of rice, corn, and cassava in North Sumatra.  

Commercialization, intensification, and diversification affected the availability of 

labour. Villages in Simalungun have labour difficulties. Javanese and Toba people de-

mand payment of daily or contract wages. However, both are difficult to monitor and 

supervise. The daily pay is oriented toward working hours; it starts at 09.00 AM, with 

the first break for 15-30 minutes at 11.00, another break for 60 minutes at 13.00, the 

second break for 13-30 minutes at 16.00, and leave at 6.00 PM. Contract payments are 
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not related to working hours, but rather to the speed at which a job is completed. How-

ever, the working conditions are often not in line with expectations. In Upper 

Simalungun, contract pay during the harvest season is extremely dangerous. Not infre-

quently a small portion of the harvest is hidden in the field, or some brought home. At 

night, harvests hidden in the fields would be taken, joined with those brought to the 

home, and then sold to agents. Farmers lost money and this incident sowed distrust in 

the labourers. Daily or contract payment is generally not preferred unless the owner 

also works in the fields.   

In Lower Simalungun, Javanese and Toba people became plantation workers. Out-

side the plantation, both worked the fields cultivating rice such as in Paneitongah, 

Bahapal, Girsangsipanganbolon, Bandar, and other areas. Aside from rice, farmers also 

cultivate corn and cassava in Tanohjawa, Pardagangan, Dologmasagal, 

Dologpardamean, and other regions. Most farmers in Lower Simalungun rely on plan-

tations or farm labourers. Fluctuations in plantation commodity prices have an impact 

on the employment situation. Low wages or work termination are the reasons to leave 

the plantations and try other jobs. A small portion earns a living as farm labourers in 

Upper Simalungun. An interview with Djalusin Sinaga through personal 

communication, December 15, 2019 in Tanohdjawa, mentions the following: [56] 

“Work in the fields is minimal. The price of rice, corn, and cassava is low. Jobs 

on plantations are uncertain. We turn into small traders, just to make a living. Two 

of our children moved to Saribudolog, and they said labour is needed there. How-

ever, after two months of staying there, we are back here where we started. Accord-

ing to them, there is almost no daily wage in Saribudolog because the work is done 

through labour exchange, just like in our home village. Then, our two children 

joined the villagers in Sei Mangkei, to become construction workers”  

 

Some rich farmers in the village recruited Javanese families as workers. All basic 

needs, including housing, food, water, and electricity are provided by the owner of the 

field. Wages are agreed upon, for example, ¼ of the harvest profits after deducting the 

cost of basic needs. This pattern became widespread before the recession and was 

hardly found anywhere post-recession. In fact, in relative terms, there is enough avail-

able labour to manage agriculture. However, the habit of wage and contract pay is often 

not in line with expectations. The motivation for work is solely for wages and cannot 

be directed according to the wishes of the landowner. Labour lacks responsibility and 

does not have a sense of belonging. Also, the availability of labour is very uncertain.  

Planting, fertilizing, and harvesting require relatively many workers but are difficult 

to obtain. Uncertain labour availability is a common phenomenon faced by farmers as 

well as a threat to the sustainability of the agricultural sector since 2000.  In addition to 

observation and interviews, questionnaires were distributed to 250 respondents in the 

10 villages studied, each consisting of 5 villages and 125 respondents in Upper and 

Lower Simalungun. Figure 2 is the response of 125 respondents in Upper Simalungun 

to the significance of the exchange in anticipating a labour crisis.  
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Fig. 2. The significance of the haroan in Upper Simalungun 

 

Figure 2 above shows that 85 % of farmers in Upper Simalungun stated that the 

exchange was related to the ease of obtaining labour. A number 22% of farmers stated 

that the exchange had the prospect of work completeness. The reality in Upper 

Simalungun is different from the Lower Simalungun, shown in Figure 3.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. The significance of the haroan in Lower Simalungun 

 

Figure 3 above shows 53% of farmers in Upper Simalungun state that the exchange 

mechanism is associated with efficiency and effectiveness. Furthermore, 22% state the 

association with work solidarity and loyalty. Different responses to exchanges are in-

fluenced by the following 4 points: (1) differences in the characteristics of the dry and 

wet cultivation community. The dry cultivation community is more individualistic than 
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the wet cultivation community which is communalistic: (2) the orientation of the sky 

(rain) on dry cultivation forces the community to look for better strategies and tactics 

to meet their daily needs, while the orientation towards mountains (rivers) on wet cul-

tivation requires solidarity in the workings of rice fields, (3) commercial cultivation 

orientation in Upper Simalungun impacts on the formation of personality that becomes 

more progressive, while the prevalence of plantations in Lower Simalungun has im-

pacts on the local communalistic character; (4) cultivation area in Lower Simalungun 

only focuses on aquatic plants, while Upper Simalungun tends to be diverse to affect 

the local characteristics, patterns, and varieties.  

Upon determining the order of significance in Figures 2 and 3 above, the respective 

definition of reciprocity is found as follows: (1) labour availability, (2) completeness, 

(3) efficiency and effectiveness, and (4) solidarity and loyalty. These four points un-

derlie comparable reciprocity in the farming community and serve as a framework for 

anticipating labour scarcity. Although they have different meanings, farmers recognize 

that exchanges are quite effective in anticipating a labor crisis. In other words, reciproc-

ity is a determinant of the continuity and dynamism of agriculture in Simalungun. 

In Simalungun, the typical pattern of working the fields and rice paddy is labour 

exchange. The individual labour exchange is referred to as picking up the workforce, 

and collectively it is referred to as haroan. Examples of individual exchange mecha-

nisms are; A participates in fields belonging to B, so B is obliged to participate in fields 

belonging to A. If A recruits 3 workers, for example, B, C, and D, then A is obliged to 

work in the fields belonging to B, C, and D. Collective exchange is a kind of workgroup, 

consisting of 5-8 people, working alternately in the members’ fields. Collectively, the 

workgroups take turns completing a job. When the work is complete, they move on to 

other members' fields, and so on. Both individual and group exchanges have a basic 

principle: they do not accept payment of money or materials in turn for the workforce. 

Compared to individual exchanges, a collective exchange is more desirable; (1) 

greater labour availability and impact on completeness acceleration; (2) group members 

have responsibilities and a sense of belonging, assuming each field to be part of their 

field; (3) in addition to collaboration, collective exchanges also foster mutual assis-

tance, advice, costs, equipment, and lending; (4) group solidarity and loyalty is reflected 

inside and outside agricultural activities. In traditional ceremonies, for example, group 

members become workers supporting the implementation of the ceremony. The group 

is also a place to lend and borrow for agricultural or school needs. It is not uncommon 

for members who obtain abundant harvests to give gifts to other members. Collective 

reciprocity, haroan, is thus not only about work in the fields but includes the whole 

process of life as long as the group exists. An interview with Mangatur Saragih through 

personal communication, January 25, 2020 in Raya, mentions the following: [57] 

“mutual assistance in farming in Simalungun is considered haroan. In principle, 

the work is not paid for with money or rice, but rather as a workforce for the work-

force. The haroan mechanism is derived from the ways one manages rice farming 

according to the ancestors of the Simalungun people. However, along with the 

times, the Simalungun peasant community has not been too practising, when in fact 

this method contributes to and outside of agriculture. Haroan is an inspiration for 

Simalungun people that success can be obtained through mutual assistance. Right 
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now, I am happy that haroan is becoming more popular among Simalungun peo-

ple”. 

Haroan is the best pattern to guarantee the availability of labour in the agricultural 

sector. Haroan is a cultural activity imbued with member solidarity and loyalty. Both 

solidarity and loyalty are the basis of collaboration expressed through helping, lending, 

and supporting each other. Haroan has social and cultural implications, namely coop-

eration. Haroan, is etymologically derived from the word horja or work. Haroan is a 

noun that means cooperation. Marharoan is an adjective that means to be carried out 

cooperatively. Anthropologically, haroan is a cultural activity with a pattern of coop-

eration. The principle of cooperation becomes a pillar of life, social existence contains 

collaboration.  

Haroan is an internal labour exchange, not paid for with money or materials but 

rather through an exchange of labour. The formation of groups is based on consensus. 

Member recruitment is not based on economic strata, an agricultural area, or types of 

commodity but rather more on compatibility, commitment, solidarity, and work loyalty. 

Each group member has the same rights and obligations. Group members are obliged 

to attend every job and obtain the right of labour exchange. Its members consist of men 

or women, field owners. Value-added exchanges are betel for women, cigarettes for 

men, coffee or tea, and snacks in the morning and evening. In the planting and harvest-

ing seasons, especially rice, the host usually serves lunch at the farm. However, this is 

optional, depending on the economic capabilities of the members. Denial of an agree-

ment has social implications. Each violator is expelled from the group, and ostracized, 

and the risk includes difficulty finding a new group.  

Member replacements are possible, but the appointment of new members is carried 

out by old members. Each member works in the other members' farmlands in turn. Ex-

change is carried out repeatedly from one planting season to the next. The work covers 

one of all stages of agriculture; from tilling, seed sowing, weeding, and harvesting to 

post-harvest. Exchange is not conducted based on the similarity of work objectives for 

each member. For one member, the objective of the work may be tilling, while for 

others it can be weeding or harvesting. During its implementation, this cultural-based 

agricultural workmanship model is quite successful in anticipating the scarcity of 

labour in the Simalungun rural environment.  

The main essence of the exchange thus focuses on 3 things, namely (1) availability 

of labour, (2) cooperation, and (3) solidarity and loyalty. The labor exchange, haroan 

is balanced reciprocity in the Simalungun community. Haroan was developed to meet 

the workforce in managing the agricultural sector. Haroan contains the knowledge and 

technical process.  The exchange was chosen in line with the scarcity of workers man-

aging agriculture. Figure 4 below shows the essence of Haroan in Simalungun. 
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Fig. 4. The essence of the haroan in Simalungun  

Haroan is a functionalized institutionalized behaviour to anticipate labour scarcity 

and maintain solidarity and loyalty in the farming community. Haroan is thus culture-

based reciprocity, which functions to foster collaboration and mutual assistance. 

Haroan is the institutionalization of behaviour functions to meet the needs of agricul-

tural labour. The institutionalization of functions is depicted in the pentagonal social 

structure of Simalunguns; tolu sahundulan, lima saodoran or three equal sittings, five 

hands in hand [59], consisting of the extended family of the wife from a nuclear family 

(Tondongni tondong), the nuclear family, (Tondong), relatives of the husband from a 

nuclear family (Sanina), relatives of the wife from a nuclear family (Boru), and the 

relatives of women from Boru family (Boru ni Boru) [59,60].  

The structure of three equal sittings reflects the character of dry cultivation, while 

five hands in hand reflect that of wet cultivation [61]. In Simalungun, the combination 

of both affirms the character of dry cultivation in the highlands and wet cultivation in 

the lowlands. The triad structure is a union between the patriarchal sky and matrilineal 

earth. Dry cultivation communities always look vertically towards the sky rather than 

horizontally towards the mountains. The sky is a source of water, providing certainty 

of life on Earth. The sky is a source of blessing to ensure the process of life. The 

structure of five hands in hand is the union between the patrilineal divinity of the moun-

tain and the matrilineal river.  

The five-hands-in-hand structure is an analogy to life by the river. The upstream of 

the river located on the mountain is the base, the downstream is the tip, the middle part 

is the centre, and the left and right are the diasporas. The river is the basis for the con-

centration of wet cultivation and settlement. The river is a source of irrigation, flushing 

manure, catching, or raising fish, as well as transportation. Wet cultivation people tend 

to look horizontally at the mountains rather than vertically at the sky. Mountains are 

upstream water, the source of life that flows blessings to everyone living along the river. 

Downstream is the sea, a collaboration of humans who receive blessings from the flow 

of the river water.  However, occasionally the river poses a threat, the danger of floods 

destroying agriculture, causing property damage and even fatalities, so the ceremony 

must be performed.   

The river analogy reflects the balance, and orderliness of the cosmos, and social 

life. The implementation of the five structures reflects the traditional way of life. Five 
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structures describe the order of the cosmos, centred on the main settlement, starting 

from upstream (mountain), ending downstream (sea), and widening to the left and right. 

Five structures, thus describing the relationship between social life, society, and the 

cosmos [62]. The signs of nature, joy, and sorrow indicate social life related to the 

cosmos. Life’s success, disputes, conflicts, and chaos are a reflection of the cosmic 

imbalance in social life. The combination of three equal sittings and five hands in hand 

is pentagonal, resembling the facade of the Simalungun traditional house. The pentag-

onal structure reflects the river upstream on one side and the river downstream on the 

other side. Upstream and downstream become the determinant of spatial orientation. 

The pentagonal structure is thus a civilization that combines dry and wet cultivation.  

Haroan is the union between the magical patrilineal sky and mountains and the 

matrilineal earth. The sky and mountains are the sources of water for agriculture on 

earth. However, the sky and mountains that depict water sources often pose a threat to 

agriculture, forcing humans to perform rituals and ceremonies, plant at the beginning, 

and celebrate the harvest at the end. Haroan is human behaviour, namely the abstraction 

of functional relations between the environment, society, and norms that form a model 

[63]. Thus, haroan is a product of institutionalized human behaviour and consists of a 

set of integrated networks to meet the needs of life. The pentagonal social structure is 

the basis of the configuration of cultural activities, a determinant for the formation of a 

system that applies to society. The institutionalization of haroan functions involves 

norms, institutions, ethics, and kinship. Haroan, the finding of this study, is in line with 

reciprocity as stated by Malinowski. Haroan tends to be comparable to reciprocity as 

stated by Sahlins. The basic principle of haroan is labour for labour and ignores the 

value of the exchanged workforce. This principle is parallel with Mauss and Blau and 

contains knowledge and technical processes of managing agriculture. Haroan demands 

participation and accuracy of work without assessing agility and speed.  

The contribution of this study, haroan, was developed into social engineering to 

guarantee the availability of labour. The principles contained can increase participation, 

intensive, and widespread because it is integrated into the cultural system. The institu-

tionalization of behavioural functions plays a role in shaping social configuration, col-

laboration, and mutual assistance. Haroan functions to anticipate the scarcity of work-

ers in the framework of sustainable development agriculture. It empowers local inputs, 

wisdom, and values for agricultural sustainability. 

 

5 Conclusion 

Labor exchange, haroan is a mechanism used to anticipate labour scarcity. The basic 

principle of exchange is labour and ignores the payment of money and materials. Ex-

change orientation is the availability of labour, collaboration, completeness, and soli-

darity. The study concluded that haroan is balanced reciprocity in anticipation of labour 

scarcity. The difference in substance and meaning of exchange is influenced by topo-

graphical characters; personality, character, pattern, mechanism, commodity, and vari-

776             E. L. Damanik et al.



 

 

ety. The institutionalization of behaviour functions is intended to guarantee the sustain-

ability of agriculture within the framework of sustainable development agriculture. 

Haroan contains knowledge and technical processes, imbued with solidarity and mu-

tual assistance. The institutionalization of behaviour is effective in anticipating the scar-

city of labour, according to the Simalungun ethnic view.  
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