












































































































































































































































say. 

In this connection inconsistent and unsystematic talks by bomohs are not to be 

blamed and an observer should not dare to systematize them into a neatly organized theory. 

Some topics might be told because they just occur to a bomoh, and he may not think about it 

again. It is not the details, therefore, that are important, but the basic concepts and relation

ships which allow bomohs to talk ad libitum. 

Keeping these in mind, some points are to be picked up. First, there is a remarkable 

similarity in qualifying bomoh. Secondly, Islam is the ideological basis for legitimating bomohs' 

deeds, whatever their understanding of Islam might be. Thirdly, coinciding with the second 

point, one sees the concept of "otherness" playing a very important role in magic. Besides these 

points there are some additional points which we will mention below. 

1. Succession and Acquisition of Bomohship 

In many cases the quality and knowledge of bomoh are inherited within a family, most 

often from generation to generation. Bomohs often say that they became bomoh without any in

tention or aspiration. They became so very naturally, after fathers or other elder member of the 

families died. 

It is undeniable that a bomoh's child becomes quite familiar with what the father does 

in his operation as a bomoh. Without any consciousness of having been educated, the children 

learn jampi, ubat and other knowledge. Some bomohs admit that they learned the skill from 

their fathers, for example, while others deny having any sort of learning even from fathers. This 

may not be a considerable difference, as it depends on how clearly they remember or imagine 

their learning process. Those who deny any learning probably stress their inherited ability as 

bomoh. 

On the other hand, some bomohs clearly state when and where they studied and who 

were the gurus. These bomohs are more sophisticated Muslims. What they studied was the 

teachings 'of Islam and not black magic, according to them. In practice, however, they use the 

Quranic verses for magical purposes. The same may be true for Buddhist bomohs, although 

only one Buddhist bomoh is mentioned in this research. In Theravada Buddhism everybody 

must spend a period of asceticism in a monastery. 

Asceticism is one way to acquire certain power, although it is closely related with the 

teacher-apprentice relationship. It is usually practiced under the guidance of a teacher. 

Another means of power acquisition is revelation. Some secret knowledge is, in most 
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cases, revealed in dream or during meditation. 

It would be crude to make any conclusive statement only from the above-mentioned 

examples. It can be stressed, however, that "study" or "asceticism" is generally regarded as im

portant for a bomoh who, in general, already has some hereditary qualification. 

2. Islam as a Justifying Cover 

Except for the Siamese bomoh, the bomohs are unanimous in that their practices are 

within the range of Islam and, therefore, are permissible. Surely no bomoh who are also Mus

lims would dare to state any objection to Islam. In theory, everything must be in accordance 

with the teaching of Islam. Most of them, conversely, stress that they are true Muslims. That is 

why they insist that they only use the Quranic verse as jampi. Strictly speaking, to use what is 

not written in Al-Quran is regarded as belief in heresy and as something diabolical (sihir). No 

bomoh dares to assert that he practices sihir. Even bomohs are under the regime of Islam. One 

has to consider, however, that what they mean by "Islam" is not clear nor unanimously agreed. 

Every bomoh has his own understanding of Islam, and defmes what is permitted and what is 

not, according to his own understanding. 

Perhaps most bomohs agree in regarding as heretical bomoh menurun who fall in 

trance during the rite, let alone the shamanic bomohs themselves. Even if a bomoh is not a 

menurun type, however, he might invoke a spirit. Another bomoh regards it as dangerous to 

make contact with a spirit. Some bomohs, on the other hand, make distinction between jin Is

lam and jin kafrr; reaching the Islamic jin is recommendable, while reaching the infidel jin is 

rejected as diabolical, according to them. For them, use of candles or incense is sometimes a 

distinctive feature of bomohs who are engaged in diabolical rites. 

Yet one of them often uses magical stones, animal teeth, and animal bones in his 

curing session. According to another bomoh, such magical objects are fake and have nothing to 

do with Allah, though there is a bomoh who explains that everything but impure (najis) things 

can be used as medicine. Seemingly very pious Muslim bomoh stresses that only God has power 

and man only asks mercy for God. However, the same person uses the Quranic verses as magi

cal means of curing, protecting and so on. 

This is partly because every religion, including Islam, cannot escape from magical 

practices when it is put in the context of daily life. In this sense people need not only teachings 

but also magic which is believed to be effective for very specific purposes in their daily life. 

Islam is part and parcel of the Malay religious life. Yet magic is also an indispensable 
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element in the daily life. Between these contradicting, yet overlapping elements most bomohs 

seek for plausible explanation. One such expression is the varied explanations on hantu and jin 

which we will discuss presently. Similarly we can see varied views on wali. 

It should be stressed that while bomohs are keen about the distinction of Islamic/non

Islamic, the clients seem to be indifferent to the distinction. Those who visit a bomoh often do 

not care whether a bomoh is diabolical or not, or whether a bomoh is a Muslim or not. Not only 

the Chinese, who are generally more positive in getting in touch with religions other than their 

own, but also the Malay do not fmd any reason to worry, if they consult an infidel bomoh. As a 

bomoh says, bomohs can be compared with doctors. A patient mostly does not care whether 

s/he consults a doctor of Indian, a Chinese, or a Malay origin in hospital. Such a view suggests 

that the magic is often regarded as a technique separated from any religious context. 

3. Strangers and Otherness in Magic 

It often happens that a bomoh of fame is not really well known in his own kampung or 

its vicinity. People often visit bomohs from very remote places. Yet some people deny that they 

have a bomoh in their neighborhood. Even when they sometimes ask the bomoh for medica

tion, they seem to be reluctant in singling out his name. 

Such an attitude in one's own community is observable in Java, too, where I have 

carried out researches several times. Other studies in the Malay Peninsula also suggest this, and 

most Malay people also acknowledge such an attitude. 

It might happen that people tend to avoid a bomoh in their neighborhood because 

consulting a bomoh often results in tension among the neighbors who might be accused of sor

cery. In addition to this functionalist explanation, we should bear in mind the general tendency 

of rendering supernatural power to the "other" world or "outside world". The power, generally 

speaking, does not emerge in daily life and day-to-day situations. It is based on belief in the ex

ternal power which controls our daily life although we do not notice it in ordinary situations. 

It is possible that such symbolic "otherness" is identified with "physical-spacious 

otherness". Therefore, something and someone close to one's daily situation does not suggest 

any supernatural power, while something and someone alien does suggest such power. As for 

bomoh, a bomoh in one's neighborhood is not believed to have very strong power, and a bomoh 

in distant place is believed to be very strong. That is why people visit bomohs in very distant 

places. 

The belief in "otherness" leads to another example of a similar belief, at least logically 
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speaking. It is generally held by Malay people that Siamese bomohs are really strong in their 

power. So are Javanese or Indonesians, according to Malay, though to less extent. Although 

most of the Siamese bomohs are Buddhists, Malay people who are Muslims often do not 

hesitate to visit them for asking help, as I mentioned earlier. 

This belief is nothing but another expression of belief in "otherness". Siamese are 

believed to be magically powerful, because they are not Muslims. They are "strangers" for 

Malay Muslim. This "otherness" renders "power" to Siamese. Indonesians are supposed less 

powerful than Siamese, because the former are Muslims and therefore still closer to Malay than 

Siamese. 

The belief in "otherness" is mostly typically reflected in the Malay attitude towards 

orang asli, the aborigines who are often believed to possess strong power in magic, and in urban 

people's visit to rural bomohs. 

4. Hantu, Jin and Setan 

Jin and setan are concepts of Arabic origin. Although they have been already in

cluded in the Malay daily vocabulary, they are referred to more often as generic terms for the 

supernatural. In individual cases the cause of a certain symptom, for example, is attributed to a 

specific hantu which is categorized as jin and setan. Setan and Iblis, the devil, which is often 

added when one mentions setan, are regarded as essentially evil spirits, while jin are not always 

so. 

On the other hand, hantu is a word of Malay origin. Most bomohs and other Malays 

derme that hantu is the Malay versions of jin. Like jin some hantu are evil, while others are not. 

Some of the hantu are the "guardian spirits" of the natural sphere like air, water, 

ground, and forests, or reside at "marked" spots such as big trees, rocks, and mountains. Hantu 

ayer and hantu rimba are the typical ones, while jin tanah should be categorized as "natural, 

guardian spirits", though it is named "jin". Hantu raya is not associated with air. However, its 

description suggests that it is related with air. 

Other hantu are transformations of human beings who died in unnatural ways. 

Langsuir (or pontianak) was a woman who died in childbirth, and pelesit is believed to have 

been a person who sought too far black magic. People who died in accidents are thought to be

come hantu, though there are no specific names for them. 

The "natural spirits" are, generally speaking, not harmful, unless human beings violate 

their territory without proper ceremonial procedure. On the other hand, the hantu of human 
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origin are thought to be very harmful. However, evil hantu are not necessarily of human origins. 

Hantu raya and hantu ayer, and jin tanah are believed to be powerful and evil. Evil hantu can 

generally be "contracted" with bomohs or other person under certain conditions. They use 

hantu for their evil purposes in most cases, although it depends on the parties involved whether 

a certain magical practice is regarded as "pro-social" or "anti-social". 

Equation of jin with hantu, however, seems inconsistent with the explanation of the 

origin of jin and hantu. While the jin are supposed to be created by God, perhaps prior to the 

creation of man, some hantu originate from persons. Among the hantu non-evil ones generally 

do not have any origin; they are perhaps believed to have existed since the creation. 

Jin are often divided into two groups: jin Islam and jin kafrr. Jin, as creatures of God, 

are often described as precisely as humans. According to Malay people, jin have their families 

and houses and there are Muslims as well as non-Muslims, like humans. Jin Islam are good 

ones, while jin kafrr are evil ones. 

Some bomohs justify their contact with the supernatural by asserting that they contact 

with the jin Islam and not jin kafir, while other, more Islamic bomohs think it dangerous to con

tact with jin. They say that evil jin are so treacherous that they disguise themselves as Islamic 

jin. On the other hand some bomohs find no problems in contacting or asking help from hantu, 

if they do not have evil intentions. 

5. Semangat and Roh 

Semangat was the main theme of Skeat's Malay Magic and was regarded as a typical 

example of "animism". It is, indeed, one of the most important concepts which observers of 

Malay culture should adopt when they interpret the structure of Malay belief. However, it is 

not always mentioned by Malay people, at least as far as the present research is concerned. It is 

rather vague, and often too general a concept to explain something spiritUal for them. Most 

bomohs do not mention semangat at all in relation to the magic and treatment. 

According to a bomoh who referred to semangat as the vital force which is essential 

to human beings, semangat will be lost when one is shocked. Lost semangat can be recovered 

by means of ritual bathing. 

It is often said in daily conversations that there are people with strong semangat and 

people with weak semangat. The former do not fear something awful or strange. Such people 

are often eligible to become bomoh. On the other hand the latter are easily defeated by fear, 

shock or unforeseeable incidents. Nevertheless, most bomohs do not show any interest in 
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semangat when they talk about their practices. Skeat recorded some spells which were meant to 

invoke the departing semangat of a sick person [Skeat 1984: 47-9, 586-7]. He also collected 

spells which were used to catch wild pigeon. In such spells the semangat of pigeon is invoked 

[Skeat 1984: 135-7, 595-6]. 

Today, however, it seems that the Malay bomohs hardly use such spells, or at least 

they insist they do not use them. Generally speaking, the bomohs are rather reluctant to use 

spells with Malay phrases or to admit their uses of such spells, faced with the orthodoxy of Is

lam. The importance of the concept of semangat may have been lost with the spells, although 

there are other possibilities of explaining why the term semangat is so scarcely encountered in 

the discourses of bomohs. 

Firstly, there has been little effort to reinterpret the concept of semangat in the light 

of Islamic theology which seems to prepare no room for the concept. Consequently, bomohs 

are very careful in using this term, because they are not certain whether it is legitimate or not. 

Secondly, as the fact that only one bomoh who is one of the learned Muslims among 

the bomohs could afford some explanation on semangat shows, the concept of semangat is only 

theoretically important and is not a matter of interest in bomohs' practice. As was mentioned, 

the bomohs' main concern is to affect the situation and not to give a consistent explanation. In 

this context the concept of semangat is of secondary importance for most bomohs. 

6. Alim 

Lastly the concept of alim should be mentioned in relation with magic. The term alim 

is obviously from Arabic yet it is widely used to refer to "piety" regardless of religion. Thus 

there are Muslims, Buddhists, and Hindus who are alim, i.e. persona who are pious in their 

respective religions. It is often said that one should consult a bomoh who is alim because such a 

person has strong power in magic. On the opposite side there are bomohs who are jahat (evil). 

They may be powerful in their magic, although they only serve for evil purpose or their clients 

would be involved in black magic if they consult these bomohs. 

This shows that Malays regard magical power as "neutral" in the sense that the power 

is not related or restricted to good/evil ideology nor to any specific religion. According to 

Malay belief, as we may suppose, magical power is beyond any boundary. 

IV. Conclusion 
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The bomohs' voices are not unanimous or consistent as we have seen above. One 

might hardly encounter a cultural field or element in which every member of a society agrees. 

Even in a field of kinship rules there might be varied views and interpretations. The field of the 

supernatural, as I suggested earlier, particularly allows arbitrariness and invention, though 

within a certain limit. 

There are several causes producing the variety of views and interpretations. It is cer

tain that relatively separated regions have produced their respective styles over a long period. 

Invention often relies upon ingenuity which does not appear in every community or every group. 

Another cause is juxtaposing ideologies which are not always compatible. As far as we have 

seen in bomohs' voices and Malay views on magic, there is, as a whole, a mixture of Islam, 

pragmatism, and the Malay tradition. 

Clients of bomohs are often pragmatic. They may visit a bomoh whatever his creed is; 

for them the most important thing is visible effect. For bomohs, on the other hand, there is an 

ambivalence of which they might not always be conscious. They, collectively speaking, are laid 

between their inherited knowledge and the orthodoxy of Islam. Most of the bomohs seem to ad

just themselves, at least on the level of collective representation, to the teaching of Islam, by 

reinterpreting the traditional concepts and practices or by just adopting the Quranic verses as 

more powerful and legitimate spells. Bomohs' diverse attempts to cope with Islam have 

produced the variety of Malay magic and the views on it in the modern Malay society. 

121 



Notes 

(1)The research was fmancially supported by the International Scientific Research Program 

(Field Research) of the Japanese Ministry of Education, Science and Culture. The research 

was generously permitted by the Socio-Economic Research Unit, the Prime Minister's Depart

ment, Malaysia. I would like to express my gratitude to these organizations. I also thank Prof. 

Shamsul Amri Baharuddin for his role as my counterpart and for his advice. For conducting the 

research in the northern states in particular Mr. Razha Rashid of U niversiti Sains Malaysia and 

Prof. Shuichi Nagata of Toronto University gave me precious advice. In the field I was helped 

by innumerable local people who kindly spared time for me to talk about bomoh and Malay 

magic. It is impossible to list all the names, although special thanks are due to Haji Mahadhir 

and Tunku Adlan, both from MADA. Tunku Adlan was my guru and guide to the Malay 

spiritual world. Last, but not least, thanks are due to Dr. Y. Morooka of Kedah Branch, Tropi

cal Agriculture Research Center, who brought me to some villages in Kedah and gave me useful 

suggestions. 

(2)Candi Batu Pahat is the most prominent example, among others, presumably built in the 11-

12th century. 

(3)Jantung belubang is widely known to the Malay, although I am not sure whether it really 

designates a certain symptom or symptoms caused by "a heart with a hole". 

(4)This bomoh adopts the term kampung punya ubat, when he mentioned the medicine he uses 

in his treatment. As he explains further, this concept is contrasted with the medicine given by a 

doctor or at a hospital. The latter was mentioned as Ubat doctor or ubat hospital. 

(5)Harunddin is widely known in Malaysia. Other bomohs I met sometimes mention his name 

as a very pious Muslim. Even if he may be a Muslim with orthodox belief, he is regarded by 

many as a great curer, though not called bomoh. 

(6)" .. t' " .... sepaya )ampmya a) am ... 

(7)" ... sepaya ada rasanya ... " This literally means "so that you feel the taste." 

(8)Latah is certain behavioral patterns which are triggered mostly by surprise. A latah person 

(pelatah) suddenly loses self-control; s/he behaves as is ordered by others or utters obscene 

words which are usually taboo. After some time the person recovers the consciousness and do 

not remember what s/he did. 
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(9)Nine Saints (Wali Sanga) are the legendary saints who are believed to have propagated Islam 

in Java. In the case ot this bomoh, therefore, the Javanese influence is obvious, as there is no 

such belief in the Malay Peninsula. 
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