The Manifestation and Mediation of Cognitive Dissonance 

in Toba Batak Women’s Lamentation Songs

Introduction


The February 1987 issue of American Ethnologist, the journal of the American Ethnological Society, was a special edition issue titled “Frontiers of Christian Evangelism,” containing a series of articles broadly addressing the topic of the impact of western Christian ideologies (and the colonial powers which frequently accompanied them) on the non-western world.  George Bond, in his intriguing article titled “Ancestors and Protestants: Religious Coexistence in the Social Field of a Zambian Community,” explores the coexistence of the ancestor cult and the Presbyterian Free Church “as constituent elements of the ritual and ideological field of Yombe society in Northern Zambia” (Bond, 1987:55). Bond indicates that the ancestor cult, rather than capitulating to the newly introduced belief system, “persists as a lived-in domain, mediating individual and collective experiences, justifying the premises for social action, and providing a vantage point from which to rationalize the world” (Bond, 1987:70).   In this paper I explore particular aspects of the impact of Christianity on the Toba Batak of Sumatra, Indonesia.  Specifically, this paper addresses issues relating to the coexistence of indigenous and introduced religious ideologies as reflected in the context of Toba Batak mourning rituals, particularly in the lamentation song genre andung-andung, sung by women as a part of those mourning rituals.  This paper is based largely on personal observations and experiences in North Sumatra where I worked as a university lecturer from 1989 to 1997.


Toba Batak mourning rituals today are marked by an internal and emblematic opposition between the need to fulfill long-standing practices of ancestor spirit veneration as expressed in Toba Batak adat (social-customary law) and the obligation which the primarily Christian Toba Batak feel to live in accordance with the doctrinal teachings of the Batak Protestant Christian Church.   I frame this opposition, in part, within Leon Festinger’s  cognitive dissonance theory (1957) which describes the psychological tension that results when a person holds, simultaneously, opposing or dissonant cognitions  (beliefs, worldviews), and the subsequent motivation to restore cognitive consonance.  In this paper I examine some of the ways in which the points of opposition between the values and practices of adat and Christianity are manifested and also mediated musically within the context of Toba Batak mourning rituals.   

Setting (socio-cultural and historic)

The island of Sumatra, situated in western Indonesia, is home to more than a dozen distinct socio-linguistic ethnic groups.  The four largest, the Melayu, Minangkabau, Acehnese, and Batak, form the vast majority of the islands 40 million people.  The six million Batak are divided among six linguistically and socially distinct sub-groups, the largest of which is the Toba Batak.  The approximately 3 million Toba Batak inhabit the northern region of the range of mountains known as Bukit Barisan in the province of North Sumatra.


Toba Batak society is patrilineal and is comprised of a complex network of clans, or  marga, all of which trace their ancestry back to a single founding patriarch. Membership in a marga is a fundamental aspect of the Toba Batak kinship system – a system which forms the bedrock of Toba society, placing its members in a dynamic inter-relationship of rights and responsibilities known as dalihan na tolu – literally, the three hearth stones which support a cooking pot.  Metaphorically,  dalihan na tolu represents the three kin groupings to which every Toba Batak is related, and to which he holds certain prescribed ceremonial and social obligations.  

European Contact – Missions and the Batak Protestant Church

Due in large part to the rugged, interior mountainous terrain of the Toba Batak's homeland, no prolonged European contact with the Toba Batak occurred until the middle of the 19th century, when German missionaries from the Rheinische Missions Gesellschaft entered the region and established a mission outpost in the Silindung Valley south of Lake Toba. Through the evangelistic efforts and social programs of the mission, the region experienced a church growth phenomenon unparalleled in Protestant mission activities in Southeast Asia.  Today, nearly 90% of Toba Batak people are registered members of either the now-independent, indigenous and self-governing Huria Kristen Batak Protestan, or Batak Protestant Christian Church (the largest Protestant denomination in Indonesia) or another Christian church in Indonesia, currently the world’s most populous Muslim nation.

Toba Batak Social Structure - Adat 


Running deeper than the significant impact of the Protestant church on Toba Batak society is the pervasive influence of the much older socio-cultural and religious force that has shaped Toba Batak philosophy, culture, social interaction, and religious values and practice since long before European contact.  That force is known as adat.   Adat is a term which is frequently understood in English to mean socio-customary law, though as historian Lothar Schreiner points out, “adat is more than custom and usage, it is a traditional social law supra partes, sanctioned by the ancestors, who in the tribal religion determine the destiny of the community” (1973:285).

  
Although, as stated earlier, the vast majority of Toba Batak refer to themselves as Christians, the social and religious aspects of adat continue to strongly impact the Toba Batak worldview – often at a far deeper level than does Christianity – a situation which has produced coexistent but often conflicting worldviews.  As Yoshiko Okazaki asserts, “the relationship of adat and Christianity (in other words the interplay of Toba Batak ethnic values and what Christianity has tried to offer) has been the central issue among the Toba Batak people in the past one hundred and thirty years” (1994:54).   My own observations over a period of several years suggest that this issue, and the socio-cultural and religious tension associated with it, is most clearly evident in rites of passage, one of which is the mourning rites associated with death.

Lament studies

Publications dealing with lament singing practices are numerous and varied with respect to theory and method (see for example Feld and Fox in Annual Review of Anthropology 1994).  Anthropologist Greg Urban, in a 1988 article in American Anthropologist, discusses some of what he terms the “commonalities in sign vehicles” in the ritual wailing from Amerindian Brazil.  “The three commonalities isolated here are (1) the existence of a musical line, marked by a characteristic intonational contour and rhythmical structure; (2) the use of various icons of crying and (3) the absence of an actual addressee, which renders the ritual wailing an overtly monologic or expressive device, despite the importance that may accrue to its status as public, with the desired presence of someone to ‘overhear’ it” (Urban, 1988:386). 


Lamentation songs (andung-andung) in Toba Batak mourning rituals serve as a means of expressing communal grief and of fulfilling adat requirements to honor and venerate the spirit of the deceased.  Lament song texts are formally varied, though primarily they express the grief and anguish of the bereaved and may be addressed either to the deceased or to the gathered community who, as Urban suggests, are primarily “overhearers”.  Lamentation songs also make use of  an array of  “sign vehicles” and “icons of crying.”  For example, as the women lament around the body of the deceased  they sometimes move their hands in a steady scooping motion over the body, drawing their hands, palms-up, toward themselves.  This ritualized movement, prescribed by adat, has been explained by Toba Batak women as, in effect, drawing the spirit power (sahala ni tondi) out of the body of the deceased and into the mourning community.  Such a transfer of spirit power is understood to be vital for the strengthening of the community of mourners (as well as the larger dalihan na tolu community) and the healing of the wound caused by the loss of the individual.
 Additionally, mourners may gently touch or caress the body as they lament, rock or sway back and forth, or gesture emphatically with hands and arms in the course of their lament.  These and many other hand gestures are an important communicative aspect of Toba Batak expressive art forms.  Vocal characteristics of Toba Batak lamenting reference many of the “icons of crying” listed by Urban, including cry breaks, steady rhythmic sobbing, voiced inhalation, and the use of falsetto vowels.  [CLIP]

This tradition of lamenting and gesturing over the deceased is challenged by church leadership, which views the veneration of ancestor spirits and the lingering connections to spirit (tondi) cult practices as inconsistent with the doctrinal teachings of the church.  Instead, the church has encouraged the singing of Christian hymns of European origin as a replacement for traditional lamentation songs.  The hymns sung in mourning contexts are drawn from the Buku Ende, the “official”  hymnal of the Batak Protestant Christian Church. The Buku Ende contains an index of hymns grouped according to occasion or use, including hymns which are suitable for times of mourning.  Many of these hymn texts deny the bitterness of bereavement and instead focus on the happier promises of eternal life in the hereafter, as well as other aspects of Christian soteriology.  [CLIP] 


Manifestations of Dissonance


My observations of Toba Batak mourning practices suggest that the changes introduced by the Protestant church to traditional mourning rituals have not succeeded in replacing the older socio-cultural practices of mourning but rather have produced an internal opposition (cognitive dissonance) between conflicting worldviews within the arena of religious belief and practice.  This opposition manifests itself in a number of ways.  For example, several times I witnessed situations in which a hymn was quickly struck up and sung loudly enough to drown out the sounds of an individual or small group who were, at the same time, singing lament songs and who were felt to be getting “too sad” in their lamenting.  Such use of hymns serves as a means of imposing emotional control and sonically grounding the event in a Christian worldview.  Additionally Toba Batak women are encouraged by church leaders to reverse the direction of their hand movements (that is, palms-down, and away from themselves) as they sing hymns in lament “style” over the body.  This, it was explained to me, is done in order to “push” the beneficial meaning of the hymn texts into the body of the deceased, thereby recasting and redirecting those elements of Toba Batak mourning rituals traditionally intended to heal and sustain the community in its bereavement.  

Mediation of Dissonance

While such manifestations of cognitive dissonance seem in keeping with the basic premise of Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory (that is, psychological tension resulting from simultaneously held conflicting or dissonant cognitions), responses to this dissonance take an un-Festingerian turn in the Toba Batak context—or a turn Festinger perhaps might have added to his single outcome repertoire, had his research taken him into cross-cultural, cross-worldview settings.  Whereas, according to Festinger, dissonant cognitions tend toward resolution (or consonance) by the removal of one of the dissonant cognitions, the Toba Batak context suggests instead a process of mediation, a “go-between-ing” which permits both dissonant cognitions (conflicting worldviews) to remain intact and operative in Toba society.  What enables this, I suggest, is the maintenance of dissonant cognitions on separate perceptual planes, with movement between those planes as cognitively and otherwise expedient.  


This idea is consistent with Albert Bregman’s  “Exclusive Allocation Principle” (1990) in auditory and visual perception studies, and the Figure–Ground studies of Gestalt psychologists in the early 20th century.  Simply stated, when we view figure 1 [OVERHEAD FIGURE], we can perceive either 6 vases or 12 faces.  It is the edge which separates the vases and faces, and, specifically, our allocation of that edge, which determines, exclusively, our perception of the figure.  The same principle may be applied to figure 2. [OVERHEAD FIGURE] By re-allocating edges, we can perceive either a coquettish young woman or an old crone.  It is important to note that both figures 1 and 2 are visual artifacts and not manifestations of the “real world.”  This is important because it is the “not-real-world-ness” of these artifacts which permits the removal of perceptual weighting toward the real world object, thereby allowing both perceptions to be equally correct.  


In the Toba Batak context, I suggest that a similar perceptual process is operating.  That is, while the value / belief systems of Toba Batak adat and Protestant Christianity are often in opposition, the two systems are able to coexist and operate effectively within Toba Batak society because they exist on separate perceptual planes or levels.  And, depending on need or situation, a Toba Batak can move between, and reside consonantly within, either of these two systems.   This idea is illustrated musically in the following clip.  Only after the hymn singing and brass band concludes can Ibu Sinambela’s lament singing (which has been happening concurrent with the hymn) be clearly heard.  [CLIP]  


Because belief systems are not "real world" objects, but rather, as expressions of faith / belief , operate outside the constraints of empirical logic and reasoning, the need to weight one or the other toward consistency with the "real world" does not come into play.  In other words, I suggest that there is something about the religious realm which removes the “real world” weighting of something and allows it to act like an artifact, permitting a person to shift back and forth between religious-realm perceptions.  Dissonance enters in the process of shifting from one perception to another, or to return to our earlier example, in the process of re-allocating the edge between the artifacts in Rubin’s figure-ground drawing.  

Conclusion  

The imposition of a new religious ideology on an indigenous one often results in opposition between the two.  This opposition frequently resolves itself, over time, through the capitulation of the indigenous system or in an amalgamation of the two.  In this paper I have suggested that, within the Toba Batak context, manifestations of this opposition are instead mediated by the maintenance of these coexisting ideologies on separate perceptual planes.  Further, I have suggested that the manifestation and mediation of this opposition is markedly present in the context of mourning rituals through the medium of lamentation songs.   This paper represents the results of my initial inquiries into Toba Batak lamentation songs. In addition to the ethnomusicological issues it addresses, the paper presents issues relevant to those with research interests in the social sciences – particularly social psychology and the psychology of religion – as well as the contextualization of Christianity, Southeast Asia studies, gender studies, and post-colonial studies.  True to scholarly tradition and the frequently circuitous routes of intellectual inquiry, it has perhaps raised more questions than it has answered.  I look forward to engaging those questions as I continue my studies. 
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