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MICHAEL G. PELETZ

POISONING, SORCERY, AND HEALING
RITUALS IN NEGERI SEMBILAN

' 'AlaVd-din [the Sultan of Malacca from about 1477-1488] died in the
prime of life, probably before the age of thirty, and it was soon rumored
among his subjects that he had been poisoned. This was the normal
assumption in the Malay world when a man died young. The pious might
say that an allotted span in the Book of Life had been rubbed out, but the
common man tended to be more concerned with the instrument of fate,
and in the absence of keris or spear, could only assume poison.'

P.Wheatley(1964:151)

'A person entering a Malay home is generally presented with a green
cocoa-nut and a little coarse sugar . . . The young cocoa-nut is opened
with the ever ready parang, always in the presence of the person to whom
it is offered, to ensure its juice not having been poisoned or charmed.'

T. J. Newbold (1839 11:176-177)

Spirit cults, shamanism, and traditional midwifery are in sharp decline in
Malay communities in Negeri Sembilan and elsewhere in the Malay
Peninsula (West Malaysia) due to modernizing developments bolstered
by Islamic nationalism and reform.1 Traditional healers (dukun), how-
ever, are still in great demand despite long-standing western predictions
to the contrary (e.g., Maxwell 1907:306). I suggest that the institution of
dukun continues to flourish largely because many dukun specialize in the
treatment of poisoning and sorcery, both of which are thought by Malays
to be exceedingly common. I also contend that dukun treatments for
poisoning and sorcery are especially efficacious and popular because
they help patients discern meaning and order in their alarming physical
and psychological symptoms, and simultaneously confirm and revitalize
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patients' views of human nature, local society, and the shape of recent
history.

The material presented in the following pages is organized into four
sections. The first provides background material on religion and society
in 19th-century Negeri Sembilan, and on the political, economic, and
other changes that have occurred in Negeri Sembilan since the latter part
of the 19th century. The second focuses on beliefs and anxieties about
poisoning and sorcery in contemporary Bogang, my fieldwork site. The
third describes dukun and healing rituals in Bogang, particularly those
conducted by my adoptive father. The fourth and last section of the
paper addresses certain of the therapeutic and other features of the
healing process in light of well known essays by Levi-Strauss (1963a,
1963b); in addition, it outlines some of the differences between dukun
cures and the treatment provided by modern medical personnel, and
also raises issues of broader concern.

Historical and Ethnographic Context
The rural Malays with whom this paper is concerned trace their descent
from the Minangkabau of Sumatra and reside in Negeri Sembilan, a state
on the west coast of the Malay Peninsula. During the 19th century, their
social structure received organizational expression in a system of matri-
lineal clanship; their primary economic activities were subsistence-
oriented wet-rice cultivation and the collection and sale of forest pro-
ducts.2

Malays living in 19th-century Negeri Sembilan defined themselves in
relation to the Shafi'i branch of Sunni Islam, even though their religious
beliefs and practices incorporated numerous elements of the Hindu-

The data for this essay were collected during 16 months of fieldwork (December 1978
to May 1980) and subsequent archival research in Kuala Lumpur and London.
Support for the project was obtained from the National Science Foundation (Grant
No. BNS-7812499), the Center for South and Southeast Asian Studies of the Univer-
sity of Michigan, and the University of Michigan's Horace Rackham School of
Graduate Studies. The Research Council of Colgate University also helped defray
expenses associated with preparing the manuscript. In addition to thanking these
institutions for their generous financial backing, I would like to acknowledge my
profound debt both to Ellen Peletz, who provided much appreciated support during all
phases of the project, and to the inhabitants of the Negeri Sembilan village herein
referred to as Bogang (a pseudonym). Salvatore Cucchiari, Robert Hefner, Raymond
Lee and anonymous Bijdragen reviewers provided valuable comments on this essay. I
alone am responsible for all shortcomings, some of which may reflect the fact that my
interest in poisoning, sorcery, and healing rituals was an outgrowth of my concern with
social structure and agrarian change, and was not pursued in as systematic a fashion as
might have been the case.
Written accounts relevant to 19th-century Negeri Sembilan include Newbold (1839),
Parr and Mackray (1910), Taylor (1929, 1948), de Josselin de Jong (1951), Gullick
(1951, 1958), Abdul Samad Idris (1968), Hooker (1972), and Peletz (1985, 1987a,
1987b, 1988).
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134 Michael G.Peletz

Buddhist and pre-Indic traditions that prevailed among Malayan
peoples prior to 'the coming of Islam' around the 12th century. Thus,
they conceived of Allah as the ultimate locus and origin point of sanctity
and spiritual power, but they also viewed supernatural forces and essen-
ces as being broadly diffused throughout their environment. Foremost
among the local repositories of such forces and essences were highly
unusual features of the natural landscape, sacred shrines or keramat
believed to house the physical remains and still active spirits of long
deceased ancestors, and shamanic specialists {pawang), ritual healers
{dukun), and midwives (bidan).3 Persons credited with relatively advan-
ced understandings of Islamic texts were also generally assumed to be
capable of exercising spiritual powers well beyond the reach of the
village majority. Such persons included itinerant theologians, mosque
officials, certified religious instructors, as well as the fortunate few who
had made the pilgrimage to Mecca.

Throughout the 19th century the previously mentioned shamanic
pawang enjoyed a privileged position vis-a-vis other ritual practitioners
and men of learning.4 The pawang's mythically enshrined mandate
required that he bear the major responsibility for effecting harmonious
relations among the various classes of spirits in the Malay demonological
system. The pawang was also charged with guaranteeing that human
enterprise, especially in agriculture, met with relative success, despite
the vagaries of nature and the capricious posturing of spirits capable of
destructive behaviour. As such, the pawang oversaw the performance of
a triennial ritual known as berpuar, which involved representatives of all
village households and entailed offerings of incense, rice, fresh animal
blood and meat, and a spectacular, much enjoyed phase of mock battle.
This ritual was aimed most immediately at propitiating the life force of
cultivated rice (semangat padi) and ensuring the safety of the fields along
with a bountiful harvest. At a more general level it was geared to the
placation of beneficent ancestral beings believed to possess the means to
drive away potential pests and demons of all varieties.

An analysis of the various rituals traditionally supervised by pawang is
beyond the scope of this paper; so too is a discussion of the myriad
symbolic vehicles invoked and manipulated by these practitioners

3 There is a fair amount of variation in the Peninsula as regards the use of terms like
pawang and dukun, and in some cases the two terms are used interchangeably (see
Endicott 1970:13-14 and Mohd. Taib bin Osman 1972:226 et passim). My use of such
terms in the following pages is generally consistent with that of villagers in Negeri
Sembilan, the principal exception being that I have avoided using common synonyms
for dukun such as bomoh.

4 For information on Negeri Sembilan pawang, see Newbold (183911:97-98, 141-142),
Skeat (1900:230 et passim), [Dato'] Sedia Raja Abdullah (1927), Winstedt (1934:97-
103), and D. K. Lewis (1962:62-73). Other relevant sources include Gimlette (1929),
Winstedt (1961), Endicott (1970), and Mohd. Taib bin Osman (1972).
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during their ritual performances. It merits remark, however, that almost
all of the sacred ceremonies overseen by pawang included Koranic
incantations and prayers addressed solely to Allah, even though most of
their other features were essentially Hindu-Buddhist or pre-Indic in
design. I should also note that the incorporation of various Islamic
elements into the local spirit cults probably had the conceptual effect of
bestowing Islamic legitimacy both on the ritual complexes themselves
and on all of the cultural axioms that they served to validate and sanctify.

These facts help account for the prestige and social control enjoyed by
pawang. They also help explain why each household that had benefited
directly from a pawang'?, services in the course of a year was expected to
assist him during the most labour-intensive phases of the agricultural
cycle, and to provide him with a specified measure of grain at the harvest.
A household's failure to reciprocate in this conventional fashion might
well provoke the pawang and his spirit familiars to retaliatory action, and
in any event amounted to a grave breach of sanctified tradition with
potentially deleterious consequences for the community as a whole.
More to the point, perhaps, is that individual and household conformity
to the expectations and directives of pawang was believed to gratify both
the spirits of recently deceased kin and those of ancestral culture heroes.

Traditional healers (dukuri) and midwives (bidan) also assumed
important roles in 19th-century villages, but they differed from pawang
in that most of the ritual services they offered were performed on behalf
of individuals or individual households, as opposed to large social units
such as entire villages. Some dukun were renowned for their shamanic
powers, which they utilized in exorcistic rites, in divination, and in other
contexts. Other dukun were best known for their treatment of victims of
poisoning and sorcery, which did not presuppose extensive shamanic
powers but certainly required familiarity with various classes of spirits.
These latter dukun, I might add, were undoubtedly in great demand
given local beliefs about the prevalence of poisoning and sorcery (see
Newbold 1839 11:176-177, Gimlette 1929; cf. Wheatley 1964:151).
While still other dukun specialized in 'love magic' (ilmupengaseh), there
were many others who are perhaps best referred to as general practi-
tioners, since they treated fevers, headaches, broken bones, spirit pos-
session, and myriad other ailments.s As with other healers (and all
pawang), the skills and reputations of these latter dukun stemmed partly
from their knowledge of humoral medicine and the healing properties of
local flora and fauna, and partly from their knowledge of syncretic ritual
incantations. The same is true of bidan, even though the services they

5 General practitioners such as these may have been relatively rare. Gimlette (1929:19)
implies that this was the case in the early 20th century, and also provides interesting
comments on specialization. Among certain other Malayo-Indonesian peoples (such
as the Redjang of South Sumatra) dukun seem much less inclined toward specialization
(see Jaspan 1969:21).
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provided drew upon other knowledge as well.
It remains for me to emphasize that a great many changes occurred in

local ritual and religion, and in numerous other areas of village life, as a
result of the imposition in Negeri Sembilan of British colonial rule,
which began in 1874. The introduction into Negeri Sembilan of a colo-
nial bureaucracy and British-style civil and criminal courts not only
eviscerated the pre-colonial clan-based polity; British policies also led to
the spread of highly individualistic forms of proprietorship and to the
proliferation of grievances and disputes focusing on inheritance shares
and other types of property claims (see Peletz 1988; cf. Taylor 1948; de
Josselin de Jong 1960; D.K. Lewis 1962; Swift 1965).

These trends are profitably viewed in relation to villagers' involve-
ment in the cash-cropping of rubber, which began around 1910 and
expanded dramatically in the following years (Peletz 1988: Chapter 4;
cf. Lim 1977). This development diverted labour and other resources
from the subsistence-oriented domain of rice production into that sector
of the economy which was keyed to the cultivation of export crops.
Owing to shifts in these areas, households in 20th-century Negeri
Sembilan became highly dependent on cash income derived from the
production of rubber on land that fell outside the domain of clan control,
just as they grew less reliant on clan-controlled rice acreage to satisfy
their basic domestic requirements. One result was that both men and
women came to be far less dependent on the benefits deriving from
matrilineal and affinal connections. Due also to the prevalence of
temporary outmigration and urban employment, both men and women
grew progressively less susceptible to the sanctions that might be
imposed on them by clan spokesmen and other kin in consequence of
serious breaches of propriety. More generally, these and related changes
contributed to the rise of individualism and to other socially divisive
developments involving inequitable concentrations of land and wealth
among certain individuals and individual households, and other forms of
socio-economic stratification.

Political and economic changes of the sort outlined here helped to
ensure that established political leaders would find themselves at a
considerable remove from the corridors of power, despite their retention
of traditional titles and other symbols of authority and prestige (Roff
1967). The same processes encouraged established leaders at the
uppermost levels of the indigenous polity to assume increasingly pivotal
roles in the administration of religious affairs. The domain of religion,
after all, was one of the few spheres in which Malays enjoyed a constitu-
tionally guaranteed measure of autonomy vis-a-vis the British. As such,
but owing also to analytically distinct cultural processes, the largely
disenfranchised Malay elite provided much of the impetus for the crea-
tion and consolidation of district- and state-level Islamic administrative
bodies charged with overseeing the affairs of all Muslims. The Malay
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elite were also instrumental both in upgrading the quality of religious
instruction throughout the Peninsula, and in curtailing the performance
of essentially pre-Islamic rituals. Their activities in these and other areas
stimulated continually spreading currents of Islamic nationalism and
reform, which proved to have a profound impact not only on villagers'
understandings of Islam, but also on local-level appraisals of the rela-
tionship between Islam and established ritual practice (see Roff 1967;
Peletz 1988: Chapters 3, 9).

Especially striking evidence of the scope of religious change over the
past century emerges from a consideration of the present-day roles of
pawang. Such practitioners are still found throughout Negeri Sembilan,
and they are occasionally sought out to perform cleansing and exorcistic
rituals in the context of lavish three-day weddings. Nevertheless, in
recent years pawang have not been involved in regulating labour inputs
keyed to the agricultural cycle. Similarly ̂  pawang are no longer called
upon to assume a substantive role in the ritual performances honouring
spirits housed in sacred shrines, which, I might add, occur far less
commonly and on a much reduced scale compared with earlier decades.
Additionally, just as villagers have recently abandoned the triennial
berpuar ritual, thus further undermining the pawang's role, so too is it
the case that pawang are nowadays viewed by the relatively educated
segments of the community as little more than devil-worshipping charla-
tans whose earlier positions of privilege and esteem presupposed their
exploitation of the village majority. It merits note, finally, that the
current, and largely inactive, pawang of Bogang suffers from diabetes,
whose complications resulted in one of his legs becoming gangrenous
and having to be amputated. This situation is highly congruent with the
culturally explicit theme that the bodily defects or sickness of a ruler
reflect problems in the relationship between the ruler and his realm, e.g.,
the ruler's failure to mediate between the microcosm and the macro-
cosm, or to otherwise protect his subjects. This is a common motif in the
political myths of Malayo-Indonesian peoples, and among other South-
east Asians as well (see Jordaan and de Josseling de Jong 1985). The
more general theme - that sickness is frequently attributed to disturbed,
problematic, or alienated social relationships - will be taken up in
greater detail in due course.

Traditional midwives, for their part, have seen that many of their
conventional services are no longer sought by villagers, most of whom
prefer to have their children born in local hospitals. This latter prefe-
rence is consistent with Laderman's (1983) findings that government-
sponsored programmes aimed at training and certifying midwives in the
knowledge and techniques of modern health care have effectively
stripped them of most of their traditional ritual and medical functions,
and have thus made home birth attended by a midwife far less appealing
than hospital delivery overseen by a doctor.
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While midwives and pawang have lost most of their clientele, the same
cannot be said of dukun. Many dukun do a brisk business indeed, despite
the widespread availability and relatively low cost of Western medical
treatment. This is all the more interesting in light of increasingly preva-
lent beliefs among Malays in Negeri Sembilan and elsewhere that much
of what dukun do is not only based on pre-Islamic conventions but is also
inconsonant with the teachings of God.

I will elaborate on many of these latter points when I discuss Bogang's
dukun and the healing rituals performed by my adoptive father. First,
however, we need to consider local beliefs and anxieties about poisoning
and sorcery.

Beliefs and Anxieties about Poisoning and Sorcery
Local beliefs about poisoning and sorcery are best viewed in relation to
more general (Malay) notions about the human body and human nature.
Malays in Negeri Sembilan and elsewhere believe that the human body is
made up of the four basic elements that exist in the universe: earth, wind,
fire, and water. Within the body these elements are, ideally, both of
'equal weight' (sama berai) and in a state of balance and equilibrium. At
times, though, one or another predominates or is excessive in relation to
the others. When this occurs, there are telltale signs and potentially
serious problems.

Questions of balance aside, each of the elements comprising the body
is symbolically associated with a particular sensory organ (earth is linked
with the mouth, wind with ears, fire with eyes, and water with nose).
Each sensory organ is linked, in turn, with one of the four archangels
(Mikail, Jibrail, Israfil, Azrail), one of the four spirits that watches over
us after we die (Chadi, Wadi, Mani, Manikam), and one of the four
Caliphs (Omar, AH, Osman, Abubakar). Each of these archangels,
spirits, and Caliphs is also symbolically keyed to one of the four corners
of the world, which is conceptualized as a square plane surrounded by
water. There is, in short, a single set of associations which symbolically
links the four elements of the human body with human sensory organs,
archangels, spirits, and Caliphs, as well as the four corners of the world
(cf. Endicott 1970:42-45, 122-124).

The parallels between the human body and the universe are also
evident in the ways in which Malays conceptualize human nature, as is
the foregoing emphasis on balance and equilibrium. Humans, like other
animals, have bodily desires and passions (nafsu), but they differ from
other members of the animal kingdom in that they have been endowed
by God with intelligence or rationality (akal). Equally important is that
within humans elements of nafsu and akal are forever struggling against
one another, as are the forces of good and evil, and those of life and
death. The point is often made that an individual's proper actions testify
to the dominance, however temporary, of rationality over passion, and
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that improper actions bespeak an inability or lack of concern to control
the baser impulses. Behaviour seen as contravening social codes is not
merely aesthetically offensive (taksedap) and unrefined (kurang halus),
but is also held to reflect faulty or incomplete socialization. Hence,
individuals whose comportment is held to be seriously improper are
sometimes referred to as 'less than fully taught' (kurang ajar), such that
they are accorded an intermediate standing between the world of
animals and nature - where moral codes do not exist and thus need not
be learned - and the rule-governed realm of humanity.

Although Malays frequently underscore that it is humans' possession
of akal that separates them from other animals, they also point out that
akal and hati (liver, the seat of the emotions) 'work together' within all
humans. Some Malays refer to the liver as the 'ruler' (raja) of the human
body, and note that it 'governs' or 'regulates' (merintah) the rest of the
body, much like a ruler or commander governs his army. In other
contexts, it is said that iman (faith, strong belief or trust in God, sincerity,
resoluteness, etc.) is the 'ruler' or 'magistrate' (hakim) within us, and
that one's iman 'cooperates' with akal to 'kill' nafsu or at least 'keep it in
check'.

Such views and expressions are of interest in light of their emphasis
both on cooperation, struggle, and killing, and on the roles of ruler,
commander, and magistrate. In particular, these views suggest that
society and the body politic provide a ready store of symbols and idioms
through which to conceptualize and express ideas about the composition
of the human body as well as human nature.6 They suggest in addition
that the human body is regarded much like a ruler's realm or territory,
and that the health and illness of the body are conceptualized in much
the same terms as socio-political order and disorder respectively. Thus,
the individual experiences well-being when cooperation and balance
prevail among the elements comprising his or her body, all of which is a
sign that the 'ruler' of the body is in control of its realm. Conversely, the
individual experiences illness when cooperation and balance no longer
prevail among the constituent elements of his or her body, which is an
indication that the 'ruler' of the body has lost control of its realm. These
and related points concerning control and sovereignty should be kept in
mind throughout the ensuing discussion of beliefs and anxieties about
poisoning and sorcery.

Negeri Sembilan Malays believe that poisoning and sorcery can be
effected through a variety of conventional procedures, only some of
which require a high degree of esoteric knowledge (ilmu) or the skills
associated with the black arts (ilmu ghaib, sihir). Some of these proce-
dures do not presuppose any knowledge of spells (jampi) or special

6 The significance of these idioms was brought home to me by Kessler's (1977) insightful
study of spirit possession among the Malays of Keletan (cf. Douglas 1982).
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village medicines (ubat), and can be achieved simply by lacing the
intended victim's food or drink with powdered glass (serbok kaca),
nearly invisible bamboo slivers (buluh), or other dangerous irritants.
These substances are sometimes hidden beneath the culprit's fingernails
until such time as he or she is ready to introduce them - with a flick of the
fingers - into the targeted individual's food or drink. The effects of
consuming such substances are highly variable, but frequently include
coughing, spitting blood, loss of appetite and weight, and, in the worst
cases, death.

Alternatively, the introduction of poison into the human body may be
achieved through sorcery, and from considerable distance. This is most
commonly effected by hiring a ritual specialist to create or harness
malevolent winds or currents (angin), which are then sent in the direc-
tion of the targeted individual, who it is hoped will inhale them. Specia-
lists hired for such purposes may be local Malay dukun who have been
persuaded by cash incentives to utilize their ilmu to inflict harm; or they
may be non-Muslim aborigines (prang asli), who reside in the nearby
hills, and are reported to have an especially well developed knowledge of
ilmu and the pharmacological qualities of the flora and fauna in their
environment. Regardless of who is responsible for the creation or mani-
pulation of angin, its effects on its victims are similar to those brought
about by the other variant of poisoning mentioned earlier, e.g., cough-
ing, spitting of blood, and possibly death.

Somewhat less devastating, through of comparable efficacy, are types
of sorcery which are performed with or without the use of poisonous
substances, and which are aimed at securing, deepening, or otherwise
controlling the affections or personal loyalties of spouses, potential
spouses, children, other relatives, or non-kin. These variants of sorcery
or iove magic' may be effected without the services of a dukun, but the
most powerful and successful of them are assumed to be the work of
dukun who specialize in this sort of thing. The effects of 'love magic' are
highly variable: afflicted individuals may develop new or stronger
attachments to certain love objects, and may even be unable to avoid
thinking of them; or they may suddenly stop thinking about or honour-
ing certain pre-existing commitments or relationships.

Another type of sorcery entails harbouring and manipulating vam-
pire-like spirit familiars, known as pelesit, which frequently take the
form of grasshoppers, and which are capable of causing protracted, and
eventually fatal, illness, as well as immediate death. Pelesit are renowned
for their predilection for the blood of pregnant and post-partum women,
as well as newborn children, but they do not live off blood alone; those
who harbour pelesit are believed to feed them cooked rice and other
items fit for human consumption, and to otherwise satiate them so that
they will do their bidding for them when they are let out of the small jars
or bamboo containers in which they are kept. In any event, pelesit
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temporarily take control of the bodies and minds of the individuals that
their masters instruct them to attack; that is, they 'possess' their victims.
Symptoms of such possession include: otherwise unprovoked fits of
screaming and abusive language; the ability to speak in languages of
which the victim has no prior knowledge; extremely spasmodic body
movements and tremendous physical power; and failure to perform
basic chores and services seen as cenral to one's social role. These
symptoms usually appear in combination, and if the person exhibiting
them is not treated, they can lead to serious illness and death.

The foregoing comments provide an outline of the major variants of
poisoning and sorcery that are believed to exist in Bogang and elsewhere
in Negeri Sembilan. It remains to be emphasized that virtually all adults
in Bogang seem to have relatives or friends who believe that they have
been victims of poisoning or sorcery, and that many of these same adults
are convinced that at one time or another they themselves have been the
objects of poisoning or sorcery. This point is well illustrated by the
following accounts of poisoning and sorcery, the first few of which were
related to me by one of my immediate neighbours in Bogang, a 61-year-
old woman whom I shall refer to as Mak Rahmah (a pseudonym).7

Mak Rahmah once told me that when she was younger she had been
poisoned by a woman who was interested in marrying her (Mak
Rahmah's) husband. Mak Rahmah had been at the woman's house,
during which time the woman apparently slipped some sort of potion
into her coffee. After Mak Rahmah went home, she became sick, and
vomited. During the night she talked in her sleep; in the midst of her
dreams she said that the woman wanted to marry her husband and had
poisoned her for that reason.

On another occasion Mak Rahmah mentioned that she had once
promised her son in marriage to the daughter of her cousin, and that the
son had agreed to the union. Later, however, the son met a woman from
the state of Perak who wanted to marry him, and who sought out the aid

Most of the accounts that follow are based on local beliefs and suspicions about
poisoning and sorcery, and do not speak directly to the actual practice of poisoning and
sorcery. One reason for this emphasis is the widespread availability of data on beliefs
and suspicions, coupled with the relative paucity of data on practice. The relative
dearth of information pertaining to the practice of poisoning and sorcery is partly a
function of villagers' understandable reluctance to acknowledge, or accuse someone
of, having engaged in behaviour that is morally reprehensible, gravely sinful, and
illegal.This raises an important but presently unanswerable question concerning the
extent to which villagers' beliefs and suspicions concerning poisoning and sorcery are
grounded in empirical reality. My impression is that some individuals probably do
attempt to poison and sorcerize their rivals and enemies, but that this occurs far less
commonly than is generally assumed. In any event, I am aware that a comprehensive
treatment of the issues addressed in this essay would require a great deal of information
on the actual practice of poisoning and sorcery. Obeyesekere (1975) addresses some of
these issues in his analysis of sorcery and aggression in Sri Lanka.
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of a dukun and had a potion made up which was put into his food or
drink. When the son returned home, he announced that he was not
interested in marrying his cousin, or anyone else from the village of
Bogang; he had 'fallen' for (and later married) the woman from Perak,
who had captivated him with her charms and had cast a spell on him.

Mak Rahmah also told me that her daughter had once been proposi-
tioned by an employer or colleague who worked in the same office as she
did in Kuala Lumpur. The daughter was not interested, however, and
seems to have indicated as much to the man pursuing her. The matter
dragged on, and after a while the rejected suitor cast a spell on her that
affects her to this day. Evidence of the daughter's affliction, to para-
phrase Mak Rahmah, is that she sometimes won't perform the expected
tasks for her husband, tends to be quite lazy when she returns home to
visit her mother (Mak Rahmah), and says things which aren't true.

On yet another occasion Mak Rahmah confided that many years ago
she had cast a spell on her husband (Pak Musa), which had been quite
effective. She elaborated and said that earlier in her marriage she had
been very sick. That was at a time when Pak Musa was working for the
railroad as a porter, which was a wellpaying and prestigious job provi-
ding him with opportunities to travel and mix with all sorts of people.
One day Pak Musa's sister approached him and said that he should get
rid of Mak Rahmah as she was always sick and was spending a lot of his
money on medicine. He replied that he would consider it if the sister
could find him another woman as clever and industrious as Mak
Rahmah. The sister was never able to find anyone who could fill Mak
Rahmah's shoes; besides, Mak Rahmah had cast a spell on him so that he
would never leave her or fall for someone else. Mak Rahmah went on to
say that the spell consisted of certain chants she had learned; the Bis-
millah formed a part of it, but she would not divulge what the rest was.
She explained that it was secret and that its efficacy would be under-
mined if she shared it with others. Mak Rahmah also said that she no
longer has to worry about Pak Musa wandering or abandoning her; she
added, though, that this is partly because she is industrious and good at
saving money, keeping up a house, raising children, and harvesting rice.

Mak Rahmah's admission that she utilized 'love magic' on her hus-
band is highly unusual. This is not the kind of thing people typically
acknowledge doing, and even the most indirect suggestion that someone
has engaged in this sort of activity is likely to cause outrage. This became
quite apparent to me when I asked two of my more trusted female
informants about the belief held by Malays in much of the Peninsula that
Negeri Sembilan women are quite knowledgeable in matters of Move
magic'. Both women grew incensed; one of them, a rather bitter divorcee
in her late 30's, was especially upset and claimed that her husband never
would have abandoned her if she had powers of the sort implied in my
question. The other, a 41-year-old woman who had married her
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deceased sister's husband, a man in his 60's, pointed in the direction of
her house and remarked with a sarcastic laugh, 'Do you think I would be
married to that old man if I had love charms?! If I had love charms, I'd be
married to the Prime Minister!' This brought forth guffaws of laughter
from everyone in the room, including the divorcee, who had been on the
verge of tears a moment earlier.

It merits note, too, that Mak Rahmah warned me on many occasions
that her sister, who lived next door to her, had availed herself of the
services of a dukun from a nearby village in an effort to gain control of
my affections so that I would marry her (the sister's) daughter,
Maimunah. Other villagers offered similar warnings and also instructed
me to exercise caution in circulating photographs in which my image was
included, and to pay special attention to where I hung my clothes out to
dry, lest the sister in question, or someone else of her household, sneak
off with a shirt or another item of apparel that could be used to gain
influence over my sentiments or behaviour.

Mak Rahmah's concerns that I might be poisoned or sorcerized by her
sister were undoubtedly informed by painful memories of her own
daughter's experiences as a result of having been sorcerized by the
rejected suitor alluded to earlier. It is also quite probable that these
concerns were fuelled by Mak Rahmah's frequent interactions with her
sister's previously mentioned daughter, Maimunah, who suffered recur-
rent afflictions widely attributed to her being possessed by apelesit under
the control of a former suitor (see below). Alternatively, Mak Rahmah's
concerns may have been triggered by thoughts of her 45-year-old
cousin, Shamsiah, who lived in a house located in the same residential
compound as Mak Rahmah's, and who was severely disabled owing to
the sorcery of a dukun she had met in Singapore. According to many
accounts, one day while Shamsiah was alone in the house in which she
and her husband were temporarily residing, a dukun she had sought out
on a previous occasion stopped in and proclaimed his romantic interest
in her. Shamsiah is reported to have been shocked, and to have attacked
him with a broom or slammed the door in his face. The rebuffed dukun
proceeded to cast a spell on her, which affects her to this day. Whenever
he thinks of Shamsiah, she thinks of him and repeats his name. She also
hears voices that tell her to dance and not to cook rice or to do other
work. Additional manifestations of Shamsiah's afflictions include her
failure to greet people when she encounters them and her refusal to take
one of her own children when it was born. I might add that throughout
the period of my fieldwork Shamsiah spent most of the time sleeping and
rarely ventured outside the confines of her house. When she did appear
on the porch or in her yard, she often seemed extremely disoriented and
depressed.

The preceding accounts comprise but a small fraction of the cases of
suspected poisoning and sorcery that involved Mak Rahmah or one of
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her immediate relatives. A more extensive list of such cases would
include that of Mak Rahmah's 15-year-old nephew, whose fevers and
persistent cough during the 1979 Fasting Month were attributed (by the
boy and his mother) to his having been poisoned at school. (The motive,
according to both the boy and his mother, was probably anger or envy
stemming from the culprit's perception that he was not as smart as his
intended victim.) Such a list would also include the case of Mak
Rahmah's niece, who is reported to have engaged the services of a local
Javanese man to help her practise sorcery on her adoptive parents. This
latter case was recounted to me by the adoptive parents, who explained
that the woman they had come to regard as their daughter had attacked
them physically and had tried to murder them through sorcery because
she was angry that she was not designated in the adoptive mother's land
deeds as co-proprietor or future heir.

These accounts should suffice to indicate that incidents of poisoning
and sorcery are very real - and quite common - so far as Mak Rahmah
and many of her close relatives are concerned. It remains only to note
that Mak Rahmah and her kin are by no means unique in assuming that
there are numerous people among their relatives, friends, and acquain-
tances who would like, and are more than willing, to do them serious
harm. Other residents of Bogang share this assumption, as do Malays
living elsewhere in Negeri Sembilan and beyond (see Kessler 1977;
Provencher1979).

The inhabitants of Bogang are rarely at a loss to explain why someone
would attempt to cause harm to a kinsman, a neighbour, or anyone else.
Their explanations of such behaviour invariably center on envy,
jealousy, frustrated love, personal rejection, loss of face, or some combi-
nation of these factors. Envy (dengki), though, clearly tops the list. The
reason for this, I was told, is that members of the 'Malay race' (bangsa
Melayu) are incapable of suppressing the surges of envy that invariably
accompany their perceptions of other people's relative gains and suc-
cesses. Viewed from a different perspective, villagers feel that their
successes - however temporary or qualified - inevitably arouse envy and
ill-will among neighbours, close kin and others; and that such resent-
ment often leads to efforts to poison or sorcerize them either by the
person(s) harbouring the antipathy toward them or else by accomplished
specialists hired for the task. Villagers are not given to philosophizing on
these matters, but it should be clear that all such views are predicated on
the postulate that the total quantum of status, prestige, wealth, power
and other positively valued phenomena is both fixed and limited. An
integral feature of this view of the universe as a closed system is the idea
that an increase or concentration of status or prestige (or some other
value) at one point in the system necessarily entails a diminution of the
same elsewhere in the system (see Anderson 1972). Since this means
that no one gains or succeeds without (ultimately) doing so at the
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expense of others, it is not surprising to find that gains and successes of
all varieties engender envy, resentment, and other anti-social senti-
ments.

Villagers believe that anti-social sentiments of the sort noted above
are frequently channelled into acts of poisoning or sorcery, as opposed to
other forms of aggression, partly because these acts are relatively private
and secretive, and can thus be accomplished without any public or direct
displays of aggression, or of emotions of any kind. From a very early age
children are told that their emotions should be governed by the intellect
and 'saved up inside' (simpan dalam [hati]), and that shy, retiring beha-
viour - and restraint of all varieties - will help preclude others from
getting angry (marah) with them, and will otherwise promote harmony
and equilibrium in interpersonal relations. A common tack in dealing
with infants and young children is to warn them that their improper
comportment will either provoke the anger of others (including harmful
spirits), or will lead to their getting headaches, fevers, worms, or both.
Children are thus taught that their immediate environment is replete
with potentially dangerous beings and forces, as well as sickness-indu-
cing substances and agents; and that the best way to avoid such dangers is
to behave with studied restraint. These messages are reinforced
throughout their lives, as is both the muting of individuality and the
disdain of indulgence in almost all contexts of village life, except those
involving food, eating, and real or imagined illness. At the same time
village children and their elders are well aware that, despite outward
appearances, there are few, if any, individuals who are fully in control of

their emotions. This awareness, coupled with villagers' negative views of
human nature and the status anxiety that permeates the local system of
social relations (cf. Provencher 1979), contributes to villagers' suspi-
cions that society is made up of people who are forever (covertly)
striving to gain control over one another's sentiments and behaviour.
Factors such as these also help explain why villagers have long believed
that poisoning and sorcery are among the favoured, though most repre-
hensible, means through which to gain such control.

Beliefs and suspicions aside, there is also considerable anxiety in
Bogang concerning the possibility that one will become the victim of
poisoning or sorcery. This anxiety surfaces in a variety of diverse con-
texts, and is especially evident in villagers' marked reluctance to mix
with, or accept food from, strangers. Many villagers conscientiously
avoid certain (Malay-owned) coffee shops located in nearby towns, lest
the proprietors, or other customers, try to poison them. Others patronize
these same shops but refuse to consume coffee, tea, or anything else
served in an open container that could have been tampered with before
reaching the table. Still others consume the hot drinks and solid foods
served in these establishments but only after they have examined them
closely for signs of tampering. It merits remark too that many villagers
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who patronize: coffee shops prefer to order soft drinks since they are
typically bottled and opened up in front of the customer, who is thus
relatively safe in assuming that they do not contain any foreign matter.
The major exception, I was told, lies with bottles of 'orange crush'
exported from the Minangkabau area of Sumatra. The Minangkabau are
held to be prone to indiscriminate treachery, one manifestation of which
is their purported infusion of poisonous gases into bottles of 'orange
crush' earmarked for foreign sale. This is highly ironic, since most
Malays in Negeri Sembilan acknowledge - and are quite proud of- their
descent from Minangkabau immigrants as well as the still pervasive
Minangkabau motifs in their culture and social organization.

Dukun and Healing Rituals
In Bogang there are eleven individuals (ten men and one woman) who
are recognized as dukun, most of whom are in their 50's or 60's and lived
outside the village prior to their marriages with persons of Bogang
origin. Most of them derive the bulk of their subsistence from activities
other than healing, such as rubber tapping and rice cultivation. A few of
them have important positions in the community that are unrelated to
their roles as dukun: one of them is an officer of one of the village's
gentry clans; another has made the pilgrimage to Mecca and is regarded
by many as an extremely insightful guru; yet another serves as the
government-appointed village headman (ketua kampung). The latter
individual is Pak Daud, my adoptive father.

When I first met him in 1978, Pak Daud was about 56 years old and
had been living in Bogang for some 34 years, ever since he had got
married and moved there to reside among his wife's kin. Pak Daud was
fortunate that his natal community was only a few miles away, and that a
number of his relatives, including his father, had been born in Bogang.
These circumstances undoubtedly facilitated the difficult transition that
he had to make as an in-marrying male, as did the fact that he married a
cross-cousin, as opposed to an unrelated woman or a complete stranger.

Although Pak Daud is rather charismatic, he is not a flamboyant
individual and is not given to talking about himself or issues of the sort
that animate many other villagers. Unlike some of the other dukun in
Bogang, Pak Daud is not subject to possession by spirits and does not go
into trance during the healing rituals he performs. Similarly, the healing
rituals Pak Daud oversees tend to be relatively undramatic and do not
involve any form of extraction through cupping or sucking, as occurs
among some of the other dukun in Bogang, certain of whom are said to
spit out or vomit up foreign substances ritually extracted from their
patients' bodies. Pak Daud feels that 'showy' rituals such as these lack a
sound basis in the art and science of healing and are performed primarily
to line the pockets of greedy, opportunistic dukun who prey upon the
misfortunes of others. Views of this sort are shared by many other
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residents of Bogang and should not necessarily be attributed to profes-
sional rivalry or to differences in the utilization and display of sacred
knowledge and power.

Pak Daud acquired much of his ritual expertise from his father, who
was a renowned pawang (and who apparently imparted at least some of
his knowledge to Pak Daud's brother, another of Bogang's dukun). Pak
Daud also obtained ritual knowledge from his wife's father, who was a
pawang as well. I have little information on the circumstances under
which this occurred, but I do know that Pak Daud underwent an appren-
ticeship, which required that he undergo lengthy periods of fasting and
prayer and that he submit to numerous food and other prohibitions. In
the course of this apprenticeship Pak Daud refined his powers of concen-
tration and prayer, and otherwise developed control over his inner self,
the latter being a goal of all dukun and, to a lesser extent, of all other
Malays as well. Pak Daud told me that his apprenticeship was fraught
with myriad difficulties, not the least of which were the threats to his
well-being posed by the spirits over whom he was learning to exercise a
measure of control. Other conversations with Pak Daud revealed that he
had been practising the healing arts since about 1946, and had been
treating victims of poisoning and sorcery since about 1968.

Most of the healing rituals Pak Daud performed were conducted on
the verandah of the house in which he lived with his wife and 15-year-old
son. They usually took place around dusk, shortly before the evening
meal. This was also a time when I was likely to be at their home, for until
my wife joined me in the field, I took all of my evening meals with them.

In retrospect I would say that Pak Daud's wife endeavoured to keep
me in the dark as to what these healing rituals were all about. Although
she did not actively seek to prevent me from observing the healing
process, she clearly sought to avoid extended discussion of people's
ailments and why it was that Pak Daud was the most sought-after dukun
in the entire village. Pak Daud adopted a similar stance at the outset, but
eventually explained that many people 'mis-eat'. The Malay term
commonly invoked in this connection is salah makan, which can also
mean to 'eat wrongly' or to ingest something that is not normally
intended for human consumption. The neutral and studiously detached
tone of these explanations led me to think of rancid cooking oil or
unhygienic methods of food preparation. It soon occurred to me,
though, that the term salah makan is one of a multitude of euphemisms
that refers to having been intentionally poisoned.

The first set of comments that follow is restricted to Pak Daud's
treatment of individuals believed to have been poisoned either through
ingesting physical matter with inherently or ritually induced poisonous
substances, or as a result of inhaling malevolent currents manipulated by
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a sorcerer.8 The basic features of the treatment appear to be more or less
the same in all cases, and neither Pak Daud nor anyone else present at
the healing session seemed particularly concerned with ascertaining the
original form or vector of the poison, or its precise mode of entry into the
body. I might add that none of those who were present evinced much
concern with identifying the individual(s) responsible for the patient's
afflictions. This is not to suggest that villagers make no assumptions
concerning the identity of their attackers, or that they do not harbour
intense hostility coupled with a deep sense of dread toward those pre-
sumed guilty of sorcery or poisoning. They do, of course, but for reasons
noted elsewhere, these feelings and suspicions do not usually receive
public expression (cf. Geertz 1960:110).

The session commences in a rather roundabout way with the exchange
of formalities, which may include information relevant to the status and
geographic origins of the patient and whoever else he (or she) has
brought with him (or her) to Pak Daud's home. (The latter are usually
related to the inflicted individual and often serve as intermediaries by
virtue of prior contact with Pak Daud or one of his other patients.) The
vast majority of Pak Daud's patients are adolescent or adult males, and
most of them hail from villages other than Bogang.9 The sexual composi-
tion of Pak Daud's clientele is consistent with my general impression that
victims of poisoning are usually male, but one should bear in mind that
those who fall prey to certain types of sorcery are almost invariably
female; spirit possession, for example, is largely confined to women, as is
the case elsewhere in the Peninsula (Kessler 1977), and in much of
Africa and many other areas of the world as well (see I. M. Lewis 1971;
cf. Lambek 1981:59-69 et passim).

The in-session diagnosis that follows includes a description by the
patient of his feelings of discomfort, pain or otherwise alarming physical
sensations. Among the conditions frequently enumerated and
commonly attributed to poisoning are certain types of persistent coughs
and headaches, the spitting and vomiting of blood, appetite and weight
loss, and the inability to put on weight. These symptoms may occur singly
or in combination.

Virtually all patients claimed at least one such symptom and sponta-

8 The material presented in the following pages is profitably viewed in relation to
accounts of dukun in Indonesia, especially among the Redjang of South Sumatra
(Jaspan 1969), the Javanese (Geertz 1960, Weiss 1977, Parsudi Suparlan 1979), and
the Wani of Sulawesi (Atkinson 1987).

9 It is of interest that most of Pak Daud's clientele are from outside Bogang, and that the
residents of Bogang frequently take their serious illnesses to dukun from other villages.
Similar patterns have been reported elsewhere in Negeri Sembilan (Swift 1965:164)
and in areas like Java (Geertz 1960:90) and Sri Lanka (Obeyesekere 1969:180). It is
probably true, as Obeyesekere (1969:180) argues, that such practices 'facilitate the
performance of the priest role by creating a social distance between priest and
audience'.
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neously provided Pak Daud with information bearing on all manifesta-
tions of their malady toward the very beginning of the session. But
patients neither seek nor seem to need Pak Daud's explicit verbal
confirmation of the nature of their disorders; for by the time they consult
Pak Daud, or any other dukun, they have already concluded, frequently
in conversations with kin, that they have been poisoned and thus that
they are not merely individuals with an illness, but rather, and more
importantly, the victims of aggressive, anti-social attack. Noteworthy as
well is that Pak Daud's references to the causes of affliction tend to be
oblique, and that euphemisms to the effect that a patient has 'eaten
wrongly' or 'mis-eaten' are far more common than direct statements
indicating poisoning at the hands of an antagonist or his or her accom-
plice.

Following the enumeration and discussion of symptoms, Pak Daud
dons a white skull-cap with green embroidery and prepares the juice of a
young coconut for the patient to drink. (Coconut juice is believed to have
'cooling' properties and is thus essential for the treatment of poisoning
and other ailments whose manifestations include excessive [humoral]
heat.) This preparation involves cutting a small hole through to the
interior of the coconut, and then reciting and blowing incantations over
the hole so as to imbue the juices inside with the efficacy of the chants.
These incantations are widely assumed to be at least partly Islamic in
nature and at least partly Arabic in form, but this is only a tacit assump-
tion. It cannot be verified by the patient or others who have accompan-
ied him to Pak Daud's house because the incantations, which arej)arely
audible, are unintelligible to everyone except Pak Daud. This situation
enhances both the mystery surrounding Pak Daud's ilmu and the
efficacy of the rituals he performs. It also poses problems, however, for
just as it opens the door to suspicions that Pak Daud's chants may not be
entirely Islamic in origin, so too does it raise the spectre of doubt that
Pak Daud may be in league with dangerous spirits whose supplication
entails involvement in pre-Islamic practices that go against the grain of
Islam. Such issues are of critical importance due to the increasingly
inferior status of all intermediate spirits and of all ritual knowledge and
performances currently perceived as falling outside the domain of Islam.
I shall return to these matters in due course.

Once the coconut has been prepared in the manner I have described,
it is passed to the patient, who is told to drink its juice. At about this time
Pak Daud slips outside to obtain a large banana leaf to be used in the
next stage of the treatment. After the leaf is wiped clean and inspected
by Pak Daud, it is laid on top of a table to which the patient is summoned.
The patient is then instructed to remove his shirt, lean directly over the
leaf, and place his head down such that it rests but a few inches from the
leafs broad surface. Thus begins another phase of the ritual, one charac-
terized by Pak Daud's patting the patient's back in circular motion for a
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few moments, all the while chanting rhythmically, but again, almost
inaudibly. Thereafter, Pak Daud, the patient, and occasionally some of
the others present, examine the leaf at some length, looking both for
poisonous substances and for any separate evidence of poison that may
have been expelled as a consequence of Pak Daud's chanting and other
actions.

These searches comprise the most dramatic stage of the healing
process and are also fraught with considerable anxiety, particularly for
the patient. Each of these searches stands as a moment of truth: on the
one hand, the patient comes face up against suspect substances on the
leaf, which provide additional confirmation of the cause of his condition;
alternatively, he encounters a still immaculate leaf, devoid of foreign
matter, which is usually taken to be an indication of an especially serious
and resistent type of poison (rather than a faulty diagnosis). In either
case the patient's perception of himself as the victim of aggressive attack
receives reinforcement. Similarly, in either case the ritual's overall
emphasis on ingestion and expulsion facilitates the psychological process
of abreaction (about which more in a moment) by focusing attention and
sentiments on eating, on the dangers of consuming contaminated foods
and other poisonous substances, and on the perils of mixing with un-
trustworthy individuals.

Whatever the outcome of the first of these searches, Pak Daud repeats
the sequence consisting of cleaning the leaf, placing it below the patient's
mouth, patting and chanting over the patient's back, and then examining
the leaf. This typically occurs two to four times per session.

These dimensions of the treatment are necessary, but they are not
sufficient to rid the body of poison or its effects. Most cases of poisoning
require more than a single session, and some of them need as many as
ten; equally important, as Pak Daud explains toward the end of the first
session, the patient should try to avoid attending funerals and other
distressing events that might upset his emotional balance, as well as
physically strenuous activities and foods that might further accentuate
(or lead to new) humoral imbalances within his body, especially foods
classified as gatal ('scratchy'), bisa ('poisonous'), or sejuk ('cool'). The
patient is also given a list of items to be ingested at home, which typically
includes honey, (chicken) eggs, ginger, turmeric, saffron, basil, rose-
water, red onions, limes, and black pepper. If these items are ingested in
the combinations and sequences specified by Pak Daud, they will help
neutralize the poison and its physiological consequences, and will
operate, in addition, to purge the body of all pollutants.

After Pak Daud's explanation of dietary restrictions and related
matters, the patient and those who have accompanied him to Pak Daud's
house signal their readiness to leave by expressing their gratitude to Pak
Daud for the services he has provided. This is frequently followed by Pak
Daud insisting that the patient and his companions stay for dinner and

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:10:45PM
via free access



Poisoning, Sorcery, and Healing Rituals in Negeri Sembilan 151

spend the night, these being invitations that are almost always refused.
The patient then shakes Pak Daud's hand, and, in the process, subtly
transfers a few ringgit10 to him. Neither party acknowledges this rela-
tively inconspicuous but often rather awkwardly managed transaction,
but both know that the cash thus transferred is defined assedekah, which
denotes alms and other voluntary offerings such as those made to the
poor. Nor does anyone acknowledge that by the close of the first session
Pak Daud and the patient stand related through fictive kinship, with the
patient defined as Pak Daud's anak ubat, i.e., 'medicine child' or 'child
through curing'.

This latter relationship has few, if any, explicit consequences but Pak
Daud can usually count on his 'medicine children' for small favours and
gifts of gratitude; Of greater interest is that both the reciprocity and the
fictive kinship tie itself symbolize the type of sentiments that should, but
clearly do not, underlie all relationships between the patient on the one
hand, and his friends, relatives and neighbours, on the other.

The foregoing remarks should suffice to outline some of the basic
features of Pak Daud's treatment of individuals believed to have been
poisoned. I will discuss some of these features in greater detail in due
course, but would first like to offer a few comments on the rituals Pak
Daud performs to cure individuals thought to be possessed by spirits
such as pelesit.

Pak Daud's treatment of individuals believed to be possessed by
spirits differs from the previously noted rituals in a number of ways. For
one, the treatment frequently occurs in the home of the afflicted indivi-
dual, rather than in Pak Daud's home (as usually happens in cases of
poisoning). This is partly because individuals possessed by spirits are
often physically incapacitated by the spirits that have temporarily
invaded their bodies, and are thus unable to journey to Pak Daud's home
for treatment. Similarly, the sudden and often highly dramatic onset of
spirit possession (see below) contrasts with the more gradual manifesta-
tions of most variants of poisoning and sorcery, and is probably at least
partly responsible for the greater alacrity and sense of urgency that is
evident in Pak Daud's behaviour when he deals with victims of spirit
possession. These and other contrasts - as well as numerous similarities
— are well illustrated by the following observations of a case of spirit
possession (kena hantu), which occurred in February 1979.

It was a Friday, shortly before noon, and I was participating in a small
feast (kenduri) at Mak Rahmah's home. Just after the start of the meal
there was a blood-curdling scream from next door, which everyone
present seemed to recognize as coming from Mak Rahmah's sister's
daughter, Maimunah. From the very start, Mak Rahmah's son and
Maimunah's elder brother - who had returned home on one of his rare

10 At the time of my fieldwork one ringgit was worth approximately US $ 0.46.
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visits - knew that Maimunah was experiencing a case of kena hantu. Mak
Rahmah and her sister (Maimunah's mother) rushed over to the house,
as did most of the others; a few moments later, I followed suit.

When I arrived, Maimunah was slouching in a chair in the front room,
being restrained by her brother and Mak Rahmah's son. She was strug-
gling with all of her might to be free of their hold, but to little avail; her
eyes were glassy and her stare vacant, and she was sweating profusely
and weeping as if in great pain. Amidst her sobs Maimunah told Mak
Rahmah - whom she dislikes intensely - that she (Mak Rahmah) was
sombong (arrogant, haughty, conceited); Maimunah levelled a similar
charge at her elder sister, who was also present. She went on to make a
disparaging remark about Mak Rahmah having made the pilgrimage to
Mecca, and complained about not having received some cakes she had
wanted, which ended up going to someone else close at hand. Neither
Mak Rahmah nor the sister seemed upset by these insulting remarks;
they claimed it was not Maimunah speaking but the spirit who had
temporarily taken control of her.

While Maimunah continued groaning, weeping, and screaming, she
was brought into the central room of the house by those who had come to
her aid. The latter placed themselves around her, and someone fetched
some water to be used as the base of a home remedy. Small bits of chili,
pepper, and red onion were mixed in with the water, which was then
rubbed on Maimunah's head, arms, feet, chest, and legs. Incense was lit
and the fumes were blown over her face. Maimunah's sister gathered
some of the smoke in her cupped hands and placed her hands firmly over
Maimunah's mouth, during which time Maimunah screamed and tried to
escape with all her force. Mak Rahmah began reciting Koranic passages
and blowing them over Maimunah's body as she rubbed the medicine
that had been prepared on Maimunah's temples and face, and on other
parts of her,body. At this point and for the next ten or fifteen minutes,
those present addressed the spirit and asked it how long it had been
bothering Maimunah and why it was disturbing her. They screamed at
the spirit and commanded it to return whence it had come, adding that it
had no right to bother people there, that no one had bothered it, etc. This
was met with a response, said to be from the spirit, that it had been there
for more than a month. Those present continued to shout at and insult
the spirit, calling it stupid (bodoh) and stubborn (degif) for not leaving
Maimunah alone. Maimunah, for her part, kept lapsing into fits of
wailing and mournful crying, saying that her stomach and head hurt; she
was still sweating profusely, and looking quite anguished. The reciting of
Koranic passages continued for another ten or so minutes, during which
time the others laughed at some of Maimunah's comments, screamed at
the spirit to leave Maimunah alone, and made small talk.

It was about this time that someone either asked Maimunah if she
wanted the help of a dukun, or simply mentioned the name of Pak Daud.
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I am not certain what was said, but Maimunah (or the spirit) replied that
she (it) was frightened of Pak Daud. It was then decided that someone
should call Pak Daud to help her through the attack. Pak Daud, who was
praying at the mosque, was summoned and soon appeared on the scene.

Pak Daud's arrival was greeted with little ceremony or exchange of
information. This was partly because Pak Daud is a close neighbour and
relative and has treated Maimunah for spirit possession on numerous
occasions in the past. In any event, Pak Daud was informed that
Maimunah was not conscious (tak sedar), and he proceeded to recite
largely inaudible incantations over a glass of water, which he gave
Maimunah to drink. Maimunah drank the water without much difficulty
and was later instructed not to eat meat of any variety. Since spirits of the
sort afflicting her are thought to like meat, she could encourage the
spirit's departure from her body by refraining from consuming its
favourite foods.

Pak Daud's other major tack involved the use of a small, thin section
of bamboo, about six or eight inches in length, which had a closed safety
pin fastened at one end of it. Pak Daud placed the stick between
Maimunah's fingers, near where they join the palm of her hand. With a
good deal of force he then squeezed her fingers together, thus evoking
complaints and cries of pain from Maimunah. This went on for five or ten
minutes and was done in the belief that spirits of the sort afflicting
Maimunah frequently reside in (or simply linger about) these areas of
the body, or else under the armpits, or in the neck or groin area. The idea
is to place strong pressure on such spots so as to make the spirit uncom-
fortable and thus more likely to leave the body of its host.

Pak Daud left Maimunah's house before she regained consciousness,
but he did so with the knowledge that the worst of the attack was over. At
the same time he knew that such attacks would most likely recur, partly
because Maimunah is notoriously uncooperative when it comes to
following his advice concerning food prohibitions and other restrictions.
Despite Pak Daud's advice not to eat meat, for example, Maimunah
proceeded to eat meat the very next day (which she later denied to Pak
Daud). Similarly, Maimunah refused to have anything to do with the
amulet (tangkal) that Pak Daud (or another dukun) had previously
prepared for her, the wearing of which is thought to speed recovery
and/or to induce the offending spirit to leave and stay away. More
important, though, is that Maimunah is believed to have an especially
weak semangat (life force) and is thus held to be particularly susceptible
to spirit possession and emotional breakdown. Owing to her weak
semangat — this being a condition that is said to prevail to one degree or
another among all women - Maimunah should not have attended the
funeral feast held for her adoptive brother's father-in-law, who died a
few days before the attack. She went ahead and attended the feast,
however, although (to no one's surprise) she was forced to leave early
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due to the severity of her headaches, dizziness, and weakness. Interest-
ingly, Maimunah complained of these same symptoms a few hours
before the attack described in the preceding pages, and was taken to one
of the local clinics or hospitals for treatment both immediately before the
onset of the attack and on the following day. On the latter occasion she
was given tranquillizers or sleeping pills and was instructed not to worry
so much. On that same day Maimunah told me that it is bad if she gets
overly worked up (emotionally). Her mother reiterated the theme when
she explained to me that Maimunah's older brother - of whom she
(Maimunah) is very fond - had recently returned home on one of his rare
visits, and that Maimunah often gets very upset on such occasions, since
he has never brought his wife (of many years) home to meet his family
and in other ways generally refuses to acknowledge his familial ties and
obligations. The brother's behaviour is a source of considerable pain and
embarrassment for Maimunah and other members of her household. So
too is the fact that, shortly after her wedding (which occurred some years
before my fieldwork), Maimunah decided that she did not want to have
anything to do with the husband who had been chosen for her. Inter alia,
this rejection brought great embarrassment and shame to the husband
(and his kin), and may well have led him to contemplate or actually
engage in sorcery. It is significant, in any case, that the spirit that has
repeatedly attacked Maimunah is widely believed to be doing the
bidding of a rejected suitor, whom no one feels inclined to name.

Discussion
The foregoing remarks raise numerous issues of broad interest. I shall
comment on three of them. The first has to do with abreaction and other
features of the healing process. The second concerns the strong demand
for healing rituals of the sort outlined here despite declining interest in
the traditional range of services provided by dukun (and midwives and
pawang). The third and last issue has to do with increased fears and
anxieties about poisoning and sorcery.

In a well-known essay on the effectiveness of symbols, Levi-Strauss
(1963b: 192) remarks that traditional healing rituals consist of 'making
explicit a situation originally existing on the emotional level' and of
'rendering acceptable to the mind pains which the body refuses to
tolerate'. Levi-Strauss' principal example involves a Cuna Indian
woman, who is said to accept the existence of spirits, monsters, and
shamanic powers, but not the incoherent pains she is experiencing in
childbirth, which are alien elements in her (normally healthy) system.
She seeks out the services of a shaman who, in the course of treating her,
calls upon and effectively re-enacts a detailed cosmogonic myth, which
serves to integrate her pains within a whole where everything is mean-
ingful (Levi-Strauss 1963b: 192-193). The shaman thus provides the
woman with a language to express that which is otherwise inexpressible.
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This helps 'bring to a conscious level conflicts and resistances which have
remained unconscious' (Levi-Strauss 1963b: 192); in so doing, it facili-
tates abreaction, which refers to the process whereby diffuse and essen-
tially unorganized sentiments and perceptions come to be organized in
terms of symbols and themes manipulated by the healer in the course of
healing rituals; or, in Levi-Strauss' (1963a: 175) words, 'the decisive
moment in the treatment when the patient intensively relives the initial
situation from which . . . [her] disturbance stems, before [s]he over-
comes it'.

Following Levi-Strauss, I believe that abreaction is a central feature
of the healing rituals that Pak Daud performs.11 Focusing for the
moment on Pak Daud's treatment of cases of poisoning, I believe that
abreaction is most likely to occur either during that stage of the healing
process when Pak Daud pats and chants over the patient's back; or when
Pak Daud, the patient, and occasionally some of the others present
search the banana leaf for evidence of poison or other foreign substances
that may have been expelled by Pak Daud's chanting and other actions.
These stages of the healing process emphasize to everyone present that
pathological conditions have a cause that may be discovered - and
remedied (see Levi-Strauss 1963a: 173). They also constitute highly
visible and dramatic struggles between Pak Daud's ilmu and the ilmu of
the victim's attacker - and between the forces of good and evil more
generally - , just as they focus attention on the critical role of the hati
(liver, seat of the emotions, governor or ruler of the body) both in the
human body and in human affairs more generally. In this latter connec-
tion it merits emphasis that poison introduced into the human body is
believed to reside or collect in the hati (or in the heart), from which it
may spread to other regions; and that Pak Daud's most important
objectives thus include ridding the hati of all poison, helping it to regain

This is not to slight the importance of the empirical knowledge or procedures employed
by Pak Daud in his poison (or other) cures, all of which entail the patient's ingesting the
juice of a young (green) coconut, which is highly regarded for its 'cooling' and other
restorative properties. The juice of young coconuts has long been used in Negeri
Sembilan and elsewhere in the Peninsula as a home remedy both for poisoning (see
Gimlette 1929:15, 152) and for fevers and numerous other ailments; and it may be of
considerable practical value in that it is a strong diuretic (due to high amounts of
potassium and calcium) that is rich in 'energizing' glucose (Gimlette 1929:15; Msengi
et al. 1985). Although I have not explored the pharmacological properties of the
medicines utilized by Pak Daud (or the properties of the foods that Pak Daud
encourages his patients to avoid), Laderman's (1983) data from the state of Trengganu
indicate that there is a solid empirical basis for much of traditional village medicine.
Gimlette's (1929) study of Malay poisons and charm cures in Kelantan further sub-
stantiates the point (see also Jaspan 1969). The larger issue is highlighted (but perhaps
overstated) in Evans-Pritchard's comment that 'Magic is seldom asked to produce a
result by itself, but is associated with empirical action that does in fact produce it'
(quoted in Tambiah 1968:207).
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its role of supremacy within the body, and, in the process, re-establishing
the humoral balances that are characteristic of a healthy human
organism. It warrants remark as well that the success of Pak Daud's
endeavours is thought to depend in part on the nature (e.g., sincerity) of
both his own had and the patient's had; and that the problems exper-
ienced by the patient in the first place are believed to have been caused
by the 'stinking' or 'rotten' had of his attacker, the nature of which may
well be concealed beneath the latter's 'sweet' mouth and words.

More generally, the healing process focuses attention and sentiments
on ingestion and expulsion, on the importance of penetrating outward,
deceptive appearances and 'reading' interior states, and on the dangers
of consuming contaminated foods and other poisonous substances as
well as mixing with untrustworthy individuals. It is significant that the
attention and sentiments thus focused are those of everyone present, and
not just those of Pak Daud or the patient. To the extent that the others
who are present follow the various stages of the treatment and observe
or actually participate in the searches to which I refer, there is a critical
degree of collective support for both the patient and his perceptions of
his illness (see Levi-Strauss 1963a: 173). This support also involves
important elements of indulgence and permissiveness, which, as already
suggested, are noticeably absent from most other contexts of village life
and are pretty much confined to situations involving food, eating, and
real or imagined illness.

While many of the preceding generalizations may be extended to Pak
Daud's treatment of victims of spirit possession, the phenomenon of
spirit possession and the way in which it is handled require additional
comment. The burning of incense in the course of treating victims of
spirit possession serves to impress upon everyone present that posses-
sion entails a marked departure from - and a frightening inversion of-
everyday, secular reality, which is characterized by an absence of incense
and by humans' involvement in fields of social relations from which
spirits (ideally) keep their proper distance. The blowing of incense and
spells over the victim's head helps focus attention on the role of the head
(rationality, etc.) in human affairs, and on the importance of safeguard-
ing one's semangat or life force, which is believed to be concentrated in
one's head (and had) and to leave one's body (during certain illnesses
and while one sleeps) through a hole in the top of the skull. These latter
actions are in some ways comparable to the use of the small section of
bamboo that is placed between the victim's fingers (or in other areas of
the body where the invading spirit is thought to reside) in that they are
simultaneously geared toward inducing the victim's semangat to return
to its proper abode and driving out the spirits that have temporarily
taken its place, usurped its functions, and made a mockery of the victim's
sovereignty. The victim's loss of sovereignty need not be belaboured
here, but it is noteworthy that local recognition and expectation of such

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:10:45PM
via free access



Poisoning, Sorcery, and Healing Rituals in Negeri Sembilan 157

loss allows, even encourages, the victim of spirit possession to act with-
out the restraints that usually guide and control behaviour. Among other
things, possession thus provides an escape from the trammels of ordinary
life, particularly since the victim's expressions of anger, hostility, and
other anti-social sentiments are attributed to the invading spirit and do
not meet with censure of the sort that would be forthcoming under usual
circumstances. Analogous inversions obtain in the treatment afforded
the offending spirit, which is frequently insulted and otherwise dealt with
in a rude, jocular fashion that is at sharp variance with the highly
circumspect behaviour characteristic of villagers' usual interactions with
spirits. As Obeyesekere (1969:205) has remarked of the similar ritual
treatment of the Sanni demons in Sri Lanka, 'in ordinary social life one is
utterly afraid of these beings; the ritual provides a release from these
fears, and prevents them from developing into an obsessive component
of the social life'. Moving to a more abstract level, Obeyesekere
(1969:208) urges us to note that 'evil as represented by the demon [or
spirit] is not eliminated; this would be naive. Rather the existence of evil
is recognized and given its proper place at the conclusion of the ritual. It
is brought under control and subordinated to the higher values of the
society. The ritual. . . ends with the taming. . . and the humanization . . .
of an alien deity [or spirit] and an affirmation of [central religious]
values.'

Obeyesekere's most general point - that healing rituals of the sort
described here serve to relieve tension and to reinforce and rejuvenate
basic religious values - is consistent with Levi-Strauss' position, which is
to say that there are many aspects of these rituals that are profitably
examined in light of Levi-Strauss' analysis of the efficacy and symbolism
of traditional healing. At the same time, there are certain features of the
rituals that cannot be accommodated by Levi-Strauss' arguments. In
particular, I do not accept Levi-Strauss' view that the healer necessarily
provides the patient with a (verbal) language to express that which is
otherwise inexpressible. In the Bogang case, as mentioned earlier,
patients usually diagnose their illnesses (frequently in conversations
with close kin) before they seek out the services of Pak Daud (or another
dukun). This is to say that they usually possess the language through
which to express and render meaningful their pains and other alarming
physical sensations before they interact with Pak Daud in the healing
ritual or in any other context. It is true of course that Pak Daud's
diagnosis and treatment usually entail ritual validation of the patient's
self-diagnosis, and thus vest it with a broader legitimacy and simultane-
ously help reconstitute and invigorate the patient's notions of self, social
life, and the cosmos; the point, though, is that Pak Daud does not usually
provide the (verbal) language in question.

In a similar vein I do not think the efficacy of Pak Daud's healing
rituals resides in the physiological or other organic transformations
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stimulated by the specific features or contents of Pak Daud's incanta-
tions; indeed, such a scenario is ruled out by the previously noted fact
that Pak Daud's incantations are barely audible, and are unintelligible to
everyone but Pak Daud. I suggest instead that it is the general and
abstract, rather than specific, features of his chants, including perhaps
most notably their unintelligibility, which endows them with efficacy (cf.
Laderman 1983:145-147). The unintelligibility of Pak Daud's chants
helps maintain the aura of secrecy, mystery, and awe surrounding Pak
Daud's ilmu as well as the ritual performances through which it is
realized. We need also bear in mind villagers' belief, cited earlier, that, in
most situations, the ritual language invoked by dukun (and midwives
and pawang) incorporates some Islamic material and is at least partly
Arabic in form. This belief serves to imbue the ritual incantations of
dukun with the authority and sanctity of Arabic, which Malays (and
other Muslims) regard as the most sacred of all languages, since it was
the language spoken by the Prophet Mohammed, and since, largely for
this reason, it continues to be the principal language in which the Koran
appears locally. This same belief serves to vest the ritual incantations of
dukun with the authority and power of God, since it is God who is held to
have been responsible for establishing the language of ritual. To this I
need only add that, for Malays, even ordinary language has an indepen-
dent existence and the capacity to shape reality (see Tambiah 1968:184
et passim).12

Matters of abreaction and ritual language aside, there is a strong and
perhaps growing demand for ritual services of the sort outlined in the
preceding pages. One indication of this demand is that individuals
seeking treatment for poisoning or sorcery appeared on Pak Daud's
doorstep on almost every night of the more than sixteen months that I
spent in Bogang. Equally telling is that the two or three other dukun in
Bogang whose popularity approaches that of Pak Daud specialize in love
magic and the treatment of various types of sorcery and spirit possession.
This is of particular significance in light of the wane of (most traditional
forms of) shamanism, spirit cults, and midwifery, and the fact that
villagers are no longer all that interested in many of the other conven-
tional services provided by dukun, e.g., the treatment of lacerations,
wounds, fractures, and broken bones.

I have already noted that these latter changes are attributable in part
to processes of cultural rationalization engendered by widely redound-
ing currents of Islamic nationalism and reform. Such processes have
undermined the scope and force of local beliefs and practices associated
with various categories of spirits, sacred shrines, and shamanic powers.

12 Other critiques of Levi-Strauss' views on shamanism may be found in Neu's well-
known (1975) essay and in Atkinson's insightful (1987) study of shamanism among the
Wana of Sulawesi.
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They have also helped denigrate the status and institution of dukun by
promoting the view that the knowledge and techniques of dukun are
grounded in pre-Islamic traditions and are thus inconsistent with the
teachings of Islam.

Another factor that has contributed to villagers' declining interest in
the traditional range of services provided by dukun is the widespread
availability of Western medical treatment. Government-run facilities
dispensing Western-style medical services have been part of the local
(urban) landscape since the early part of the twentieth century, and at
present they are readily patronized by villagers afflicted with lacerations,
fractures, headaches, fevers, intestinal disorders, and many other ail-
ments.

Villagers' readiness to patronize these facilities reflects their confi-
dence in many of the techniques and promises of Western medicine. I
would also emphasize the prestige associated with things Western, and
the related fact that villagers appear to welcome the possibility that they
will be able to report back to neighbours and kin that the gravity of their
illnesses was such as to require an injek (injection), or another form of
treatment, from a doctor in one of the local clinics or hospitals. Of at
least comparable importance is that modern, Western-style facilities are
often more accessible and less costly than the services of one's favourite
dukun.

Despite villagers' confidence in many features of Western medicine,
there is little faith in Western-style doctors' abilities to cure victims of
poisoning and sorcery. This lack of faith, coupled with villagers' persis-
tent anxieties about being poisoned or sorcerized, helps explain why
villagers frequently call upon dukun for treatment of poisoning and
sorcery. Factors such as these also help explain why the institution of
dukun continues to flourish even though there has been a falling off of
interest in the traditional range of services dukun provide.

It remains for us to examine why villagers have little faith in, and often
avoid, modern doctors when they have been poisoned or sorcerized.
One reason is that modern medical personnel, including Malay doctors,
commonly reject villagers' views regarding disease etiology, particularly
in cases of illness that patients attribute to human malevolence. Thus,
whereas villagers conclude, on the basis of self-diagnosis, that they have
been poisoned or sorcerized by adversaries or their accomplices - and
invariably receive confirmation of these conclusions in the course of
dukun treatment —, modern medical practitioners discern psychosomatic
disorders, or tuberculosis. These latter diagnoses do not merely contra-
vene villagers' understandings of their ailments and their social universe.
They also amount to unambiguous pronouncements that the problems
experienced by patients are either 'all in their heads', as in the case of
psychosomatic disorders, or 'very real', as in the frequently diagnosed
cases of tuberculosis, and thus a grave threat to the health and well being
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of others.
Diagnoses of tuberculosis are especially problematic on account of

the extreme cognitive dissonance they engender. On the one hand they
effectively deny the patient's beliefs that his ailments are the result of his
being the object of someone's envy, love, or affection, and thus under-
mine (or, in any case, fail to reinforce) the patient's sense that his
personality or economic circumstances, or other aspects of his life situa-
tion, are such as to invite the envy, love, etc. of others. At the same time
these diagnoses suggest that the patient is a source of potentially fatal
pollution and contamination who should be subject to a lengthy period
of confinement and isolation in a hospital. The negative social implica-
tions of these diagnoses require little comment, but I would underscore
that they are of special significance in a society characterized by intense
status anxiety, and that they have radically different implications for
status than do self-diagnoses of poisoning or sorcery.

It warrants remark as well that Western-style treatments of afflictions
that villagers believe to have been caused by poisoning or sorcery make
little if any provision for the psychological process of abreaction, which,
as I have suggested, not only occurs in the context of the dukun's
treatment of these afflictions, but is also central to the healing ritual. This
is partly because the dominant symbols and idioms of Western medicine,
as encountered at the local level, are in many ways incongruent with
villagers' culturally constituted and lived experience and are thus largely
unable to evoke culturally meaningful or appropriate images, sensa-
tions, emotions, moods, or states of mind. Issues of this sort assume
critical importance in accounting for villagers' preferences, given symp-
toms self-diagnosed as indicative of poisoning or sorcery, for treatment
by a dukun rather than a modern doctor.

While these are among the most important factors that account for the
persistence of ritual performances geared toward curing victims of
poisoning and sorcery, the prevalence of fears and anxieties about being
poisoned and sorcerized is obviously relevant as well. I have already
commented on the pervasiveness of these sentiments, and I might simply
cite local contentions that incidents involving poisoning and sorcery are
more common now than in times past. Such contentions are impossible
to verify (or disconfirm), but they are consistent with the impressions of
astute students of Negeri Sembilan society such as the late Michael Swift,
who observed (personal communication) that many of the suspicions,
anxieties and tensions described here were less pronounced, and in some
instances altogether absent, during the 1950s and 1960s. In any event,
these contentions constitute significant data in and of themselves: they
provide us with important insights into the ways in which villagers
conceptualize human nature, their social universe, and the shape of
recent history.

Villagers are well aware that manv traditional sanctions and con-
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straints are no longer operative owing to myriad (mostly exogenous)
encroachments on local institutions that have witnessed the erosion of
communal bonds, the renunciation of numerous collective rituals, and
the emergence of distinct socio-economic strata and political (party
based) factions. All such changes are rightly construed as having contri-
buted to the rise of individualistic behaviour, much of which is defined as
anti-social and thus guaranteed to alienate at least some members of
local society. In the process these changes have undermined individuals'
sense of sovereignty and social control, and accentuated long prevalent
cultural apprehensions that human beings, and fellow-Malays in parti-
cular, incessantly strive to gain influence over one another's actions.
Since poisoning and sorcery have long been regarded as among the most
effective means of exercising control over others, it stands to reason that
anxieties concerning these phenomena would be more pronounced at
present than in decades past. More to the point perhaps is that local
views of society and the body politic have long provided a ready store of
symbols and idioms through which to conceptualize and express ideas
about the human body; there is thus good reason to expect that mis-
givings and anxieties about the contemporary social order would be
realized in heightened fears and anxieties about the human body, its
proper functioning, the integrity of its boundaries, etc.

Although the heightened fears and anxieties to which I refer may thus
be taken as an index of the tension induced by social and cultural change,
these same sentiments attest to underlying structural continuity. To
appreciate this we need only reflect upon Obeyesekere's (1975:14)
point that those who practise poisoning and sorcery exercise substantial
inner control in that they 'are not given to spontaneous violence when
confronted with provocative stimuli' but respond instead with restraint
and carefully calculated moves comprising postponed, secretive retalia-
tion. It follows from this that even a substantial increase in cases of
poisoning and sorcery in a society such as that of Negeri Sembilan would
not signal an across-the-board breakdown or collapse of the traditional
system of social control as much as a selective transformation of certain
elements within that system. We should bear in mind, in any event, that
the local expectation that fellow-Malays vent their feelings of hostility
and vindictiveness through poisoning and sorcery (as well as gossip,
slander, etc.) is consistent both with earlier views of human nature and
local society, and with the fact that contemporary Malays are very much
like their ancestors in that they almost invariably respond to provocative
stimuli with studied restraint rather than spontaneous acts of verbal
insult, physical assault, or homicide. Facts such as these (along with
other data presented above) indicate that contemporary consciousness
and social action are still very much constrained by earlier notions of the
self and of social relations, which define the individual in highly rela-
tional or contextual terms. The extent to which this pattern will prevail in
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the future is not clear, but it is significant, I think, that acts of poisoning,
like the harbouring of pelesit, are no longer commonly subsumed under
the broadly social rubric of 'taboo' (pantang [larang]), as used to be the
case (Parr and Mackray 1910:79, 110, 111). At present such acts are
usually classified as 'sins' (dosa); and the impression one gets from vil-
lagers' comments on the subject is that while these (and various other)
transgressions may cause harm to specific individuals or groups of people,
they are ultimately of concern to God alone and not the community at
large. These latter.tendencies suggest an incipient cultural shift toward a
non-relational or decontextualized individualism, the social realization of
which may not be far behind.

It merits note, finally, that many of the historical and other dynamics I
have outlined for Negeri Sembilan are similar to those reported for Malay
communities elsewhere in the Peninsula, and for other societies as well.
Among Malays in the state of Kelantan, for example, dukun are no longer
all that likely to be sought out for the alleviation and treatment of simple
physical complaints, and many of them have been subject to enforced
specialization centering around the treatment of individuals believed to be
possessed by spirits (Kessler 1977:301). The services of Kelantanese
dukun are still in great demand, however, particularly since the disloca-
tions engendered by social change have fostered tensions and stresses that
are realized in spirit possession, hysteria, and related disorders. Other
studies, based on research among Malays in the Kuala Lumpur area,
indicate that 'most urban Malays who become ill suspect that they have
been poisoned', and that 'the fear of [poisoning and] sorcery is greater. ..
in urban communities than in rural villages' (Provencher 1979:48;
emphasis added). Beyond Malaysia, there are the cases of Sri Lankans
(Obeyesekere 1969, 1975, 1977, 1978), Colombians (Rubbo 1975,
Taussig 1980), and various African groups (see Lieban 1967:137) who
have experienced heightened fears and anxieties about being sorcerized
(and in some instances an increase in beliefs and practices of spirit cults as
well as other forms of supernaturalism and religiosity), much of which
stems from growing problems of landlessness and rural indebtedness in
conjunction with other political and economic changes that have under-
mined individuals' sense of autonomy and social control. These cases
indicate that beliefs and practices associated with sorcery, witchcraft, and
the like are by no means on the wane in all rapidly 'modernizing' societies.
Indeed, these phenomena appear to be on the rise in a good many contexts
due to their capacity or promise to ameliorate the dislocations and ambi-
valences engendered by rural capitalism, particularly the transformation
of relations of production and proprietorship, and attendant shortages of
critical resources such as land. More generally, such cases indicate that
processes of religious and secularizing rationalism - and the attendant
'disenchantment of the world' — are far less uniform and mechanical than
is commonly assumed, and clearly deserve additional analytic scrutiny.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:10:45PM
via free access



Poisoning, Sorcery, and Healing Rituals in Negeri Sembilan 163

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Abdul Samad Idris, 1968. Negeri Sembilan dan sejarahnya, Kuala Lumpur: Utusan
Melayu Berhad.

Anderson, Benedict R. O'G., 1972, 'The idea of power in Javanese culture', in: Claire Holt
(ed.). Culture and politics in Indonesia, pp. 1-69, Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Atkinson, Jane Monnig, 1987, 'The effectiveness of shamans in an Indonesian ritual',
American Anthropologist 89-2:342-355.

Douglas, Mary, 1982, Natural symbols: Explorations in cosmology. New York: Pantheon
Books.

Endicott, K. M., 1970, An analysis of Malay magic, Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Geertz, Clifford, 1960, The religion of Java, Glencoe, Illinois: Basic Books.
Gimlette, John D., 1971, Malay poisons and charm cures. Third,ed., Kuala Lumpur:

Oxford University Press. [First edition 1929.]
Gullick, J. M., 1951, 'The Negri Sembilan economy of the \S90s', Journal of the Malayan

Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 24-1:38-55.
—. 1958, Indigenous political systems of western Malaya, London: Athlone Press.
Hooker. M. B., 1972, Adat laws in modern Malaya: Land tenure, traditional government

and religion, Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press.
Jaspan, M. A., 1969. Traditional medical theory in South-East Asia, Hull: University of

Hull.
Jordaan, R. E., and P. E. de Josselin de Jong, 1985, 'Sickness as a metaphor in Indonesian

political myths'. Bijdragen totde Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 141-2:253-274.
Josselin de Jong. P. E. de, 1951, Minangkabau and Negri Sembilan: Socio-political

structure in Indonesia, Leiden: Udo.
—, 1960, 'Islam versus Adat in Negri Sembilan (Malaya)', Bijdragen totde Taal-, Land- en

Volkenkunde 116:158-203.
Kessler, Clive S.. 1977. 'Conflict and sovereignty in Kelantanese Malay spirit seances', in:

V. Crapanzano and V. Garrison (eds.). Case studies in spirit possession, pp. 295-331.
New York: Wiley and Sons.

Laderman, Carol, 1983, Wives and midwives: Childbirth and nutrition in rural Malaysia,
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Lambek, Michael, 1981, Human spirits: A cultural account of trance in Mayotte,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Levi-Strauss, Claude, 1963a, 'The sorcerer and his magic', in: Structural anthropology, pp.
161 -180, New York: Basic Books.

—-, 1963b, 'The effectiveness of symbols', in: Structural anthropology, pp. 181-201, New
York: Basic Books.

Lewis, Diane K., 1962, The Minangkabau Malay of Negri Sembilan: A study in socio-
cultural change. Ph. D. Dissertation, Cornell University.

Lewis, I. M., 1971, Ecstatic religion: An anthropological study of spirit possession and
shamanism, Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Lieban, Richard, 1967. Cebuano sorcery: Malign magic in the Philippines, Berkeley:
University of California Press.

Lim Teck Ghee, 1977, Peasants and their agricultural economy in colonial Malaya
1874-1941, Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press.

Maxwell, Sir George, 1907, In Malay forests, Edinburgh: William Blackwood and Sons.
Mohd. Taib bin Osman, 1972, 'Patterns of supernatural premises underlying the institu-

tion of the Bomoh in Malay culture', Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde
128:219-224.

Msengi, A. E.,etal., 1985, 'The biochemistry of water from unripe coconuts obtained from
two localities in Tanzania', East African Medical Journal 62-10:725-729.

Neu, Jerome, 1975. 'Levi-Strauss on shamanism', Man 10-2:285-292.
Newbold, T. J., 1839. Political and statistical accounts of the British settlements in the Straits

of Malacca, 2 Vols, London: John Murray.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:10:45PM
via free access



164 Michael G.Peletz

Obeyesekere, Gananath, 1969, 'The ritual drama of the Sanni demons: Collective repre-
sentations of disease in Ceylon', Comparative Studies in Society and History 11-2:174-
216.

—, 1975, 'Sorcery, premeditated murder, and the canalization of aggression in Sri Lanka',
EthnologyXIV'-1:1-23.

—, 1977, 'Social change and the deities: Rise of the Kataragama cult in modern Sri Lanka',
Man 12-3/4:377-396.

—, 1978, "The fire-walkers of Kataragama: The rise of Bhakti religiosity in Buddhist Sri
Lanka', Journal of Asian Studies 37-3:457-476.

Parr, C. W. C, and W. H. Mackray, 1910, 'Rembau, one of the nine states: Its history,
constitution and customs', Journal of the Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society
56:1-157.

Parsudi Suparlan, 1979, 'The Javanese dukun', Masyarakat Indonesia 5:195-216.
Peletz, Michael G., 1985, 'Siblingship and social structure in Negeri Sembilan: Perspec-

tives from myth, history and the present', in: Lynn Thomas and Franz von Benda-
Beckmann (eds.), Change and continuity in Minangkabau: Local, regional and historic-
al perspectives on West Sumatra, pp. 73-109, Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press.
[Monographs in International Studies, Southeast Asia Series No. 71.]

—, 1987a, 'Female heirship and the autonomy of women in Negeri Sembilan, West
Malaysia', in: Barry L. Isaac (ed.), Research in Economic Anthropology: A Research
Annual, Vol. 8, pp. 61-101, Greenwich, Conn: JAI Press.

—, 1987b, 'The exchange of men in nineteenth-century Negeri Sembilan (Malaya)',
American Ethnologist 14-3:449-469.

—, 1988, A share of the harvest: Kinship, property, and social history among the Malays of
Rembau, Berkeley: University of California Press. [In press.]

Provencher, Ronald, 1979, 'Orality as a pattern of symbolism in Malay psychiatry', in: A.
L. Becker and Aram A. Yengoyan (eds.), The imagination of reality: Essays in South-
east Asian coherence systems, pp. 43-53, Norwood, New Jersey: Ablex.

Roff, William R., 1967, The origins of Malay nationalism, Kuala Lumpur: University of
Malaya Press.

Rubbo, Anna, 1975, "The spread of capitalism in rural Colombia: Effects on poor women',
in: Rayna Reiter (ed.), Toward an anthropology of women, pp. 333-357, New York:
Monthly Review Press.

(Dato') Sedia Raja Abdullah, 1927, "The origin of the Pawang and the Berpuar ceremony',
Journal of the Malayan Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 5:310-313.

Skeat, Walter W., 1967, Malay magic, being an introduction to the folklore and popular
religion of the Malay peninsula, New York: Dover Publications. [First edition 1900.]

Swift, Michael G., 1965, Malay peasant society inJelebu, London: Athlone Press.
Tambiah, S. J., 1968, 'The magical power of words', Man 3-2:175-205.
Taussig, Michael, 1980, The devil and commodity fetishism in South America, Chapel Hill:

University of North Carolina Press.
Taylor, E. N., 1929, 'The customary law of Rembau', Journal of the Malayan Branch of the

Royal Asiatic Society 7-1:1-289.
—, 1948, 'Aspects of customary inheritance in Negri Sembilan', Journal of the Malayan

Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 21-2:41-129.
Weiss, Jerome, 1977, Folk psychology of the Javanese of Ponorogo, Ph. D. Dissertation,

Yale University.
Wheatley, Paul, 1964, Impressions of the Malay Peninsula in ancient times, Singapore:

Donald Moore.
Winstedt, Richard O., 1934, 'Negri Sembilan: The history, polity and beliefs of the nine

states', Journal of the Malayan Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society 12-3:35-114.
—, 1961, The Malay magician, being shaman, saiva andsufi, rev. ed., London: Routledge

and Kegan Paul.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:10:45PM
via free access


