ROBERT L. WINZELER

THE STUDY OF MALAY MAGIC

To protect the soul-substance of his staple food-plant, the
Malay peasant, conservative as agriculturalists all the world
over, is content with the primitive ritual of the animist,
covered for decency's sake with a thin veneer of later religions.
Sir Richard Winstedt (1961:103)

"Again and again I have tried to abandon this inconvenient
system [of coinage]", said a Pahang Prince to Abdullah
Munchi; "but the tigers took to eating men, and the crocodiles
became hungrier, and I desisted".
R. J. Wilkinson (1957:74)

Difficult as it is to discover, with any degree of certainty the
past of a primitive people from traditions and personal recollections, these sources, tapped by a competent inquirer,
are for most purposes of greater value than early European
records about that people, which in matters requiring more
. than bare observation and the simplest of deductions have to
be scrutinized with care and used with caution.
E. E. Evans-Pritchard (1965a: 133)

Introduction
There exists a large body of literature produced over a long period of
time on aspects of belief, ritual and ceremony of the Malays of
peninsular (west) Malaysia labelled "magie". Interest in this general
topic has exceeded, perhaps considerably, interest in any other
dimension of Malay culture. In this paper I undertake an analysis and
critique of this literature. The purpose is to present both information
about the scope and range of writings on Malay magie and an argument
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about the nature and development of interest in the topic. The
argument concerns specifically the relationship between the study of
Malay magie and the colonial context in which much of it was
produced. The general problems with which I shall be concerned have,
I believe, a broader significance.1
The study of Malay magie
Especially after the establishment of British control in western Malaya
in the latter part of the 19th century, various observers began to collect
and report on Malay ritual and belief as well as on other subjects —
language, literature, history, folklore, on which considerable information had already been published — which altogether came to form
the field of Malay studies. The ranks of the late 19th and early 20th
century observers included those who published an occasional description of a Malay charm or divination technique in the Journal of
the Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, the Journal of the
Federated States Museum or the Malayan Police Magazine, as well as
those who wrote a great deal and gained wide recognition. Descriptions
of Malay magical beliefs and practices, written up in the form of
literary sketches and short stories, in descriptive notes, articles and
reports, and in longer synthetic or interpretive accounts, were often
widely disseminated in their original form, and in such comparative
classics as Ernest Crawley's The Mystic Rose and James Frazer's The
Golden Bough. The total volume of literature on the topic has never
been assessed. A recent bibliography by Shaw (1975) lists over sixty
notes and articles which are directly concerned with one or another
aspect of Malay magie, plus many additional ones on other topics
which contain information on magie. There are at least five books
concerning Malays in which "magie" or "magician" appears in the
title and an equal or greater number of others with related titles that
are directly concerned with the topic.2 A relatively complete bibliography of works focused more or less directly on the topic might run to
well over a hundred items, and one which included those works which
make at least some substantial mention of the topic would be far
longer.3 Newspaper articles would greatly add to both.
While a substantial proportion of the existing literature on Malay
magie was produced in earlier periods, both popular and scholarly
anthropological analyses continue to appear.4 The latter may be on
the increase. In 1970, Endicott's structural analysis based on earlier
sources was published by Oxford University Press, and in 1975 Shaw's
descriptive survey of the topic was published by the National Museum
in Kuala Lumpur. Articles by Benjamin 1979; Firth 1967; 1974;
Kessler 1977, and Taib bin Osman 1972 have also recently appeared.
Finally, many of the earlier. works have also been published in recent
years as hardbound reprints and, often, in paperback editions.5 These
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continue to serve as popular and scholarly introductions to Malay
religion and culture.
The study of Malay magie thus has been an abiding interest of
those who have become acquainted with Malaya. Westerners who have
spent time in the country have been drawn especially to the topic for
the past century. Anthropologists and other scholars will in all likelihood continue to make use of the existing literature both as a source
of information and of ideas. For those interested in symbolic, structural
or other sorts of cultural analysis, the literature is particularly rich,
as Endicott's (1970) work suggests. Finally, the quality of writing or
analysis of the older accounts varies greatly, as might be. imagined.
Some, in particular those of Wilkinson, are powerful and compelling
and have continued to influence writing about traditional Malay
culture.6
Yet it cannot be said that Malay magie has been well studied, or
even that we have a good basic understanding of it, or even further
that the topic itself exists in any sense as a real category or dimension
of Malay culture as opposed to western interest. Several of the
scholars who have written on Malay magie recently have noted the
problematic character of the literature. Endicott (1970:vii) notes that
the older accounts were often fragmentary and acknowledges that his
own analysis, which is based on existing written courses, is speculative
and may be wrong. He feels, however, like some of the earlier observers, that the main difficulty is the "extreme inherent complexity of
the Malay religious traditions, a complexity bordering on chaos"
(Endicott 1970:1). Wilder and Firth, in turn, are critical of both the
oldér accounts and of more recent studies which have made use of
them. An article by Parkinson (1967:31-46) attempting to explain
Malay "economie retardation" in part with reference to notions of
Malay magie as presented in the older literature drew a sharp attack
from Wilder (1968:155-164), viz.:
Finally, there is Parkinson's claim that religion and magie prevent
Malay peasants from adopting rational methods to improve their
economy. The alleged influence of 'spirits' on rice planting has
been mentioned. More generally, the reliance on magical ritual
is supposed to be understandable from the fact that 'the Malay,
it seems, cannot bear to live in an environment where the unexplained occurs, or at least where he comes into contact with it'.
The Malay thus has recourse to magie. The desire to assign
certain occurrences to certain spirits and to have certain prescribed
methods of placating them is all based on a desire to expect what
is seen, and to see what is expected...
. . . These statements are evidently culled from Winstedt. Empirically they cannot be supported one way or another. (Wilder
1968:158.)
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Firth's criticisms, on the other hand, are more blunted and do not
make reference to particular scholars, but they make the same general
points. In the introduction to an article on Malay magical beliefs and
practices as he found them in the east coast state of Kelantan, he
writes that:
Even in recent publications one may read of 'the Malay world
view' or 'Malay magical thought' as if all Malays, even nowadays,
shared the same concepts. My argument, to the contrary, is that
certainly nowadays, and even a generation ago, in a part of
Malaya which has long been recognized as a stronghold of magical
practices, Malays have been more pragmatic, showed more
variation in their beliefs, been more experimental in their
attitudes, than could be inferred from the literature. (Firth
1974:190.)
I would agree and suggest to begin with that there were and are
major conceptual problems involved in the study of Malay magie.
These concern the overall nature of Malay religion and culture and
the place of magie within it. Anthropologists and other students of
comparative religion are by no means in complete agreement about
what the notion of magie should mean,7 though it is widely held to
refer to beliefs and ritual activities involving the manipulation of the
material world through supernatural means (Endicott 1970:7; Firth
1974:191). The extent to which such a concept of magie is useful
as a means of categorizing and analysing an entire or major segment
of Malay culture is doubtful. Scholars have generally assumed that
the concept of magie can be translated into Malay as ilmu (Winstedt
1963a:227). Ilmu, however, most literally means "knowledge" or
"science" (Winstedt 1963b: 128). The notion of magie is certainly
implied by the common traditional Malay use of ilmu to refer to
esoteric knowledge involving supernatural power, and in the various
concepts Malays use for charms, divination, lore, medicine and so
forth. But the idea that all such Malay concepts form an integrated
system underlying a major segment of their culture, organized around
a central notion corresponding to our notion of magie, has not been
established and does not seem viable.
Actually, most scholars who have written on Malay beliefs and
ritual which they have labelled as magie have not tried to use the
concept in this way. More commonly.the term Malay magie has been
used to refer to a broad range of beliefs and practices which are held
to constitute the "popular" or "folk religion" of the Malays (Endicott
1970:7; Blagden 1900:vii). Such an approach is akin to what other
scholars have termed the "pragmatic" (Mandelbaum 1966) or
"practical" (Leach 1968) level of religion. Beyond the general use of
the term magie, the notion that "orthodox Islam" and Malay folk
religion, however labelled, are or were distinct traditions has been a
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very powerful enduring idea in Malay studies. Endicott (1970:7) thus
writes that he is "interested in Islam only to the extent that it has
become embedded in this generally held [magical] body of ideas"; in
fact, with the exception of the category of Sufism, Islam is mentioned
only in passing.8
Conceptual problems are not, however, the only difficulty with the
literature on Malay magie, and it is likely that these are partly
symptomatic of other, more substantial, difficulties. Since no fullscale field study of magie in Malay culture and society has been undertaken, or at least reported, in the recent period, all current as well as
past discussion has been dependent upon the earlier literature. Any
effort to understand the study of Malay magie thus must seriously
consider the earlier writings, particularly those of Wilkinson and
Winstedt. This itself involves some difficulty. Anthropologists, who
have been most critical of previous studies of Malay magie, base their
objections on the disparity between what is reported in the literature
and what they themselves have learned in their field work. At the
same time anthropologists are apt to feel that they are not in a
position to fully understand what conditions were like in earlier
periods, before extensive change in Malay society, and culture had
taken place. Nonetheless, the earlier literature must be evaluated in
its historical — that is social, cultural, political, scholarly— context.
The development of the study of Malay magie
From a chronological perspective, the most important of the earlier
19th century observations concerning Malay magie form a part of
longer, wide-ranging accounts. These were meant to give an introduction to areas and topics of existing or likely interest regarding particular
regions of Malaya or the country in general, and were in the tradition
of the books of Raffles (1817), Crawfurd (1820) and Marsden (1783)
on Java, Indonesia, and Sumatra respectively. Newbold's (1839)
Political and Statistical Account of the British Settlements in the
Straits of Malacca and McNair's (1878) Perak and the Malays are two
prominent examples of such Malayanist accounts, but there were a
number of others. Material on Malay religion and custom (e.g. Favas
1849) also appeared (often also in the context of longer and broader
studies) in the Journal of the Indian Archipelago, which was published
in Singapore from 1848 to 1862.
Following the establishment of British control or authority over
substantial portions of the Peninsula itself, beyond the Straits
Settlements, there appeared, beginning in the 1880's, scholarly papers
that were published in the Journal of the Straits Branch of the Royal
Asiatic Society (established in 1878 in Singapore) and in other
journals.9 There were also literary accounts of places, events, or
persons which sometimes concerned or often had reference to some
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Malay magical or religious activity. Swettenham and Clifford10 are
the two most prominent authors of such writings, but Skeat, Winstedt,
and othérs occasionally produced them as well.
The first quarter of the 20th century forms a sort of classic era of
Malayanist writing on the topic. The period spans the publication of
Skeat's Malay Magie 'm 1900 and Winstedt's Shaman, Saiva and Sufi:
A Study of the Evolution of Malay Magie in 1925 (later titled
The Malay Magician), and includes much other important work as
well.
Skeat's Malay Magie was an effort tö draw together the considerable
volume of information on Malay magical belief and practice which had
already been published in diverse books and articles. It also contained
material drawn from his own observations carried out during his
tenure as a government officer in the 1890's in Western Malaya, though
not from those made during the famous Cambridge Expedition to
the Northeast Coast which he organized and led in 1899-1900 (Laidlaw
1953). Except for the information contained in his personal narrative
of the Expedition, which was published long afterward (Skeat 1953),
and in some literary sketches in his Fdbles and Folktales From an
Eastern Forest, Skeat did not publish material on Malay magie
gathered on this venture.11 Malay Magie itself is nearly seven hundred
pages long. It is a collection of diverse items of existing information
on Malay folk religions and magical belief and practice; that is to say,
those items which had caught the attention of Skeat and other late
19th century observers and were deemed sufficiently interesting to be
written up and published. There is neither an introduction — except
as provided by C. O. Blagden in a preface —- nor a conclusion. The
chapter titles give a fair indication of its scope and orientation:
"Nature"; "Man and His Place in the Universe"; "Relations With the
Supernatural"; "The Malay Pantheon"; "Magie Rites Connected with
the Several Departments of Nature"; and "Magie Rites as Affecting
the Life of Man".
During the next several decades a number of books and articles
appeared. These include Wilkinson's Malay Beliefs in 1906 and The
Incidents of Malay Life (a study of Malay ceremonies and life crises)
in 1908; Annandale's contributidns to Fasciculi Malayenses (a report
of the Cambridge Expedition published in 1903), Gimlette's Malay
Poisons and Charm Cures (a study of poisons, magical pharmacopoeia,
divination and exorcism) in 1915; and Winstedt's Shaman, Saiva and
Sufi, a culture history óf Malay religious and magical traditions, in
1925. There also appeared during the first quarter of the 20th. century
some forty articles and notes by a dozen authors which concerned
Malay magical practices or lore. Of these, those of Annandale (1903 c;
1909) and Winstedt (see below) are notable. The articles by Annandale,
a member of the Cambridge Expedition, are valuable descriptive

The Study of Malay Magie

441

accounts of Malay ritual and belief in a then little-known area of the
peninsula.
Af ter this period interest, or at least output, declined somewhat,
though notes, articles and subsequent editions of several books continued to be published. Beginning in 1936, however, Jeanne Cuisinier,
a French ethnologist who had carried out field work in Kelahtan on
Malay trance and the shadow play several years • before, published
several monographs on these topics (Cuisinier 1936; 1951; 1957).
While written in French and otherwise outside the main tradition of
British colonial Malayanist scholarship, Cuisinier's earliest study
(Danses Magiques de Kelantan) was used as a source of information
by later scholars (Winstedt 1961; Eliade 1964; Firth 1967; Endicott
1970).
Wilkinson and Winstedt
From the perspective of the kinds of literature which were produced,
the classic 20th century Malayanist writings tend to form two types:
those which report primary information with little explicit interpretation, and those which synthesize and interpret existing knowledge. Skeat's Malay Magie does not fit well with this scheme — it is
both synthetic and descriptive — but most of the other works do.
By and large the scholars who produced the main interpretive accounts
wrote slightly later than those who provided the first series of original
descriptive accounts. It is these later scholars who put forth generalizations and conclusions about Malay magie and culture. Wilkinson
and Winstedt are the two major interpretive authors and warrant
special consideration at this point.
These two men were both closely linked and broadly similar in their
scholarly interests and orientation. Wilkinson was the earlier figure,
the mentor of the latter, and, by modern opinion (Roff 1967:130-142),
the better (if less productive) scholar. In British Malaya both were
associated-in particulaf with education, Wilkinson from 1896 to 1906,
Winstedt from 1916, when he was appointed Assistant Director of
Schools, to 1935. Both were also extensively ïnvolved in scholarly
studies of Malay language, history and folklore. Wilkinson was thus
the first general editor and chief contributor to what remains one of
thè most important efforts in Malay studies, the Papers on Malay
Subjects series (Burns 1971:1-8); Winstedt was a contributor to this
series as well as the author of many subsequent articles and books.
There were, however, important differences. Winstedt was a true
antiquarian who regarded the literary and cultural achievemehts of
Malay civilization to be things of the past. His writings show a marked
detachment from a period of rapid social and cultural change with
which, as a high lèvel officer of education, he was necessarily involved.
Wilkinson was also very interested in the Malay past and was
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pessimistic about the course of change as he perceived it early in the
20th century. But he was also deeply concerned about developments
affecting Malay society in the period in which he served (Roff 1967:
130-142). Af ter retiring from service in Malaya, Winstedt went on to
embark on a long and prominent academie career at the School of
Oriental and African Studies in London (Bastin and Rooi vink 1964);
Wilkinson, on the other hand, after serving in Africa, retired to
Greece and worked on a revision of his Malay dictionary.12 What is
relevant at this point in the writings of these two men is their ideas
on the developmental nature of Malay culture in general. Here they
share a similar general orientation, that of the comparativist interested
in particular in survivals. But whereas Winstedt's interpretations tend
to be mechanical, Wilkinson's have a more psychological character.
In his monographs on ceremonies and the life cycle, Wilkinson
(1957:74) suggests that Malay culture has developed in accordance
with a principle of addition rather than replacement. This is an
argument which is fundamental in the interpretations of Winstedt as
well. The following passage from Wilkinson's Incidents of Malay
Life, Malay Beliefs is probably one of the more influential statements
made about the nature of Malay culture and religion.
The Malay is afraid to give up an ancient practice because he
. fears the yengeance of the creators of the practice; he thinks
that the dead hand of some old lawgiver may reach out over the
intervening centuries and strike down the impious being who
dares to alter what the past ages have approved. To meet this
difficulty he keeps the old while adopting the new. He has gone
on preserving custom after custom and ceremony after ceremony
while his whole life is a sort of museum of ancient customs —
an ill kept and 111 designed museum.in which no exhibit is dated,
labelled or explained. For the Malay has not retained these old
ceremonies for their own sake or because he loves them; he has
preserved them as mere formalities; dead things for the satisfaction
of his dead ancestors. (Wilkinson 1957:74-94.)
Winstedt's study of Malay magie is probably the most well known
book on the topic and perhaps the best khown of the British Malayanist
work in general. In this study and in his writings on Malay literature
and language, he attempts to sort the various elements that comprise
Malay culture into their appropriate levels or traditions — indigenous,
Hindu, Moslem. A main concern is the way in which earlier beliefs
and practices are adapted, transformed or preserved in new guises.
The following quote illustrates his general style of analysis and
orientation:
Whatever the origin of the distinction between the two classes,
the Malay magician, whether ordinary practitioner or shaman,
commands respect by póssessing a body of occult knowledge
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derived often from cultures greater than his own and framed by
the.ingenuity of many foreruhners into an acceptable dogma of
superstition. Before he left Yunnan on his southern trek he had
got from Babyion or some other centre in the Middle East the
practice of divining the future by the inspection of the liver of
beasts and by observation of the flight of birds. From the same
source, it is surmised, he learnt to employ the incantation or spell
and so to have recourse to prayer and sacrifice, if indeed he had
not already essayed them. (Winstedt 1961:8.)
A notable characteristic of the interpretive accounts of both Winstedt and Wilkinson is that they show little interest in the social bases
or contexts of magical phenomena. There is little evident awareness
of the relationship of belief, practice and custom and the social forces
and complexities of Malay society as it actually existed in the period
in which their accounts were written or to which they had reference.
There is little consideration given in these studies to the matter of
which Malays believed and practised what, and only the most
rudimentary reference made to the question of how what was believed
and practised fitted into the circumstances of Malay life.13 Nor is
there discussion of particular geographical settings. These omissions
and the style of analysis which is followed make such interpretive
accounts of considerably less value than the primary ones for the
later scholar seeking specific information about Malay magie and
religion in earlier periods, yet it is the interpretive accounts which
have been most heavily utilized.
The context of the study of Malay magie
Having discussed the nature of Malayanist studies of magical belief
and practice, I turn now to the question of how and why such a
tradition of scholarship came to exist as it did. It is my contention
that a series of factors are involved. These include 1) the nature of
the setting in which Malayanist scholarship took place, and the training
and background of the scholars, 2) an absence of either an actual or
perceived significant utilitarian basis for research and knowledge about
Malay magie or about other aspects of Malay religion, culture or
society which might have fostered more empirical traditions of scholarship, combined with 3) a strong inherent interest in the phenomenon
which included a marked element of romanticism.
1. The Local Context
The tradition of scholarly study of Malay magie developed primarily,
though by no means exclusively, in the context of Malaya and Singapore. This is true to a large extent of Malay studies in general, from
the publication of The Journal of the Indian Archipelago from 1848
to 1862, in Singapore; through the establishment of the Straits Branch
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of the Royal Asiatic Society in 1878 (also in Singapore); to the
publication of the Papers on Malay Subjects series, and the subsequent transfer (and renaming) of the Straits Branch to Kuala Lumpur
in 1923, and so forth. Throughout the colonial period various
Malayanists, including C. O. Blagden and, most notably, Winstedt,
did hold faculty appointments at the School of Oriental and African
Studies of the University of London, but such metropolitan-colonial
connections were of little significance when compared, for example,
with those of the Dutch Universities, Institutes, and Museums (above
all, but not only, those in Leiden) and Dutch Colonial Indonesian
Studies. (Ellen 1976). Without the local traditions of research and
publication there would hardly have been a field of British Malayan
Studies.
Within this local context the individuals involved were neither,
initially at least, ethnologists in particular nor, with a few exceptions,
research scholars in general. Annandale was a natural scientist who
took part in the Cambridge Expedition as a zoologist and who, in the
course of the venture, became interested in Malay animism, curers
and related magical lore. He consequently collected and published
some of the best of the available material on these topics. Somewhat
similarly, Gimlette was a physician who in the course of his work in
Kelantan became concerned with Malay poisons, sorcery and curing.
Beyond these two men, however, who were, as noted, producers of
primary information rather than synthesizers or interpreters, the
Malayanists of the period were mainly men who were educated in the
classics or other humanities who were drawn to the study of Malay
religion, magie and culture after reaching thé country. As scholars,
thèir interests were generally broad and indulged in alongside full-time
administrative duties.
Despite the local context in which it developed, the study of Malay
magie — at least in lts interpretive phase — has some affinity with
what has come to be known as "armchair scholarship". In this regard,
much emphasis has been placed upon the differences between earlier
and later modes of scholarship, especially where analyses of religious
phenomena are concerned (Evans-Pritchard 1965-b:5-10). The leading
figures in the "earlier" comparative studies of primitive religion for
the most part did not themselves gather the information upon which
they relied, or live among the peoples of whom they wrote. More to
the point, such individuals relied upon the use of accounts produced
by, among others, colonial administrators. The British social anthropologist Evans-Pritchard has described such materials as "highly
suspect" and asserted that:
Much of it was false and almost all of it was unreliable and,
by the standards of professional research, casual, superficial,
; out of context, and to some extent this was true of the earlier
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professional anthropologists'... statements about simpler peoples'
ideas and beliefs, and even more interpretations of them, cannot
be taken at their face value and should not be accepted without
critical examination and without weighty. corroborative evidence.
(Evans-Pritchard: 1965-b:6.)
Such observations may be more fully appropriate to studies carried
out in earlier periods or among simpler peoples than those concerned
here. However, they may have some applicability in the present
instance as well. In the case of the descriptive accounts of Malay
belief and practice, the items of informatiön that were published
singly or gathered into longer accounts appear to have been collected
often as a matter of chance rather than design. Over time, considerable
informatiön was . accumulated on various topics, but usually not
systematically, or with regard to any particular principle of classification or question; the activities of classification and the formulation
of questions, when they took place, did so after rather than before
the collection of informatiön. Much or most of the literature was thus
produced without evident reference to any sort of theory. The formulation and testing of hypotheses or the delineation of problems for
further research were not an evident part of the process. In this regard
Wilkinson's museum metaphor quoted above was ironie. It was at
least in part the way that Malay religion and culture were studied that
made thém appear to be a collection of unconnected customs and
beliefs.
In the case of certain studies theoretical influences are noted.
Skeat (1900:71-73 and passim) quotes from and elsewhere cites Tylor's
(1871) Primitive Culture in his Malay Magie. Similarly Winstedt
writes in the preface to his Shaman, Saiva and Sufi that he is indebted
to the "classis works of Tylor, Frazer and Jevons", but that since he
was writing from an inadequate library he had relied in particular
upon Hasting's Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics. Such interpretive
studies, however, are also marked by some of the features which are
taken to be characteristic of the earlier or "armchair" orientation. These
include a failure in general to locate accounts in particular historica!,
geographical and social contexts, a tendency to speculate and an
interest in origins, cültural survivals and evolutionary levels. Winstedt's
writings in particular indicate that, while he made some use of informants, he was mainly oriented to the use of téxts and documents
rather than persons, social events and scènes as sources of informatiön
in his description of Malay magie and of Malay culture generally.
At the same time, neither Winstedt nor the other Malayanists of the
early 20th century lacked first-hand familiarity with their subjects of
study, even if they did not live with them in the fashion of later
anthropological field work. In particular, knowledge of the language,
upon which Evans-Pritchard and other critics of "19th century"
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writings have placed much emphasis, was not apt to be a barrier to
contact or understanding. However isolated colonial life may have
been from that of the inhabitants (Butcher 1979), most of the
Malayanists lived for many years in Malaya, in some cases for a
number of decades, and most were fluent in Malay. Both Wilkinson
and Winstedt were accomplished lexicographers whose knowledge of
the Malay language remains unquestioned. Indeed, Wilkinson's (1901)
Malay-English dictionary continues to be regarded as a thorough and
highly reliable source of both linguistic and ethnographic information.
Neither Winstedt nor Wilkinson tended to discuss the circumstances
under which they gathered information on Malay magie and religion
— though Wilkinson did so in regard to his dictionary and his methods
were those characteristic of the anthropological linguist (Wilkinson
1957:i-iv). Thus, the nature of their writings on these topics cannot
be so easily attributed to the inherent limitations of the conditions
under which they gathered information as in the case of observers who
had only occasional, superficial contact with the remote peoples about
whom they wrote. This brings us to the second set of factors.
2. Scholarship and Practical Interest
A more recent theme in discussions of the history of anthropological
and ethnological studies has concerned the relationship of the development of such scholarship to the structure and process of colonial
expansion and domination (Asad 1975). It has been argued that
scholarship traditions of research and writing on non-western peoples
are largely the consequence of colonialism, and that, more specifically,
such traditions are a response to needs for information and understanding which would help to maintain, justify, or advance European
political and economie interests regarding subject peoples.
Within the broader history of British Malay and Indonesian studies
it is possible to note many works which were specifically concerned
with utilitarian political and economie matters ranging from soil types
and agricultural possibilities, demography, local products and manufacturers to native political systems, piracy and trade (e.g. Crawfurd
1820; Marsden 1783; Raffles 1817). Such works were quite explicitly
intended to convey "useful" information on a variety of topics. Moreover, some of the most valuable and seemingly reliable information
about a variety of matters was produced by observers who were
primarily concerned with strategie or commercial perspectives. Snouck
Hurgronje's seminal work, for example, was grounded in such motives,
to jüdge from his introduction to the English edition of The Achehnese:
During a residence in Arabia (1884-85) I had been in a position
— especially at Mecca — to obtain an intimate knowledge of the
influence of Mohammedan fanaticism upon the obstinate resistance of the Achehnese to Dutch rule; some time spent in direct
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relations with Achehnese on their own soil was required to round
off the knowledge gained by me frora literature and from my
experience in the sacred city of the Arabs. (Snouck Hurgronje
1906 Vol. l:v.)
In Malaya in the 19th century, as we have already noted, a certain
amount of information on Malay ritual and belief was included in the
practical, wide-ranging accounts and "histories" of McNair (1878)
and Newbold (1839). But the main body of research and literature
on Malay religion' and magie was not produced for any simple
utilitarian reason. This was true particularly of the work produced at
the beginning of the 20th century and after, which is most of it.
The following points seem relevant to any answer to the question
of why this should have been the case. Throughout the colonial world
generally interest in native magical or folk religious traditions was
commonly linked to a desire to promote political domination or
stability, or to Christian missionary activity. However, nëither of these
seem to have been of much importance as incentives in the study of
Malay magie in the early 20th century. As for Christian missionary
activities among Malays, these were forbidden by treaties established
between British colonial authority and the Malay rulers of the various
states of Malaya. The matter of the lack of strong political motives
is more complicated. While the enhancement of British control or
authority and stability in Malaya was definitely a paramount concern,
this would seem to have been mainly irrelevant to the study of Malay
magie. For in contrast to the situation in Netherlands India during
the same period, and to some extent to that which had prevailed
earlier in Malaya, Malay magie or folk religion was not perceived to
be linked to significant opposition to the establishment or perpetuation
of British colonial rule in 20th century Malaya.
It is true that claims were at least occasionally made about the
utilitarian value of knowledge about Malay magie. In his preface to
Skeat's Malay Magie, Blagden suggested that such knowledge was
useful in that:
. . . had certain persons paid attention in 1857 to the sort of
facts dealt with by Skeat in this volume, the Indian mutiny
coukThave possibly been prevented, and that although it was
unlikely that such serious matters were likely to arise in the
present case, an understanding of the ideas and modes of thought
of an alien people in a relatively low stage of civilization facilitates
very considerably the task of governing them. (Blagden 1900:
viii-ix.)
However, this assertion appears to have been mainly promptional and
after the fact. If Skeat's work itself was based to any extent upon such
concerns, this is not apparent from either the contents of the volume or
from any introductory or concluding statement, of which there was none.
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Gimlette's. study of Malay folk medicine, magie and poisons provides
another example, one in which there might have been a more substantial claim to practical significance than Skeat's, though of a
different sort. Gimlette was a physician with the government of the
Federated Malay States who served throughout the second decade of
the century in the.east coast state of Kelantan and who, as a result,
published a pioneering study of what today might be called medical
anthropology. In a foreword written by W. H. Wilcox (Gimlette 1971:
xiiirxiv), Medical Advisor to the Home. Office, it was suggested that
many of the poisons described have active ingredients which would
prove useful for modern medicine, and that Gimlette had opened up
a major field of study for the physiologist and pharmacologist. Otherwise, the work is recommended as a "fascinating scientific account".
Gimlette himself may have understated the practical value he saw in
his work, but if so, this is not discussed in the text itself. In the preface
to the second edition he notes in 1923.that the original book "was
found useful for medico-legal reference in the lower courts of law"
(Gimlette 1971 :vii). In the preface to the first edition he suggests only
that "the 'witchcraft' of the 'medicine man' is always of general interest,
but the investigation of Malay medicines, poisons and their antidotes
is of special scientific interest" (Gimlette 1971 :x). Finally, the prefatory comments of both Wilcox and Gimlette about the practical
(as well as scientific) value of the study have reference mainly to the
significance of its findings about material or pharmacological substances rather than magical beliefs and practices. The latter, however,
occupy a sizeable portion of the book.
The foregoing observations help to explain the development of the
classic body of colonial literature on Malay magie and folk religion.
Had there been greater pragmatic interest in these topics, it seems likely
that they would have been approached in more empirical and more
contextual terms than they were. At the same time, this leaves unanswered another question. Why, if knowledge of Malay magical or
folk religious belief and practice had little perceived utilitarian value,
did they receive the degree of attention that they did? It is possible
that the individual scholars who produced this literature found it
useful to do so from the perspective of their own careers or reputations.
Yet, unless sufficient numbers of people found such knowledge of
some value or interest, there would have been little incentive to record
or at least publish it. This brings us to the third consideration.
3. Other Incentives
The Malayanist scholars who wrote about Malay magie and folk
religion did not always make even a passing reference to the reasons
for their studies. The most extensive statement is C. O. Blagden's
preface to Skeat's Malay Magie, which, as noted above, is mainly an
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effort to justify the book. In addition to arguing that knowledge of
Malay magie could have utilitarian value for those governing Malays,
Blagden suggests that " . . . all knowledge has a claim to be considered
of importance from a scientific point of view, and until everything
is known, nothing can safely be rejected as worthless" (Blagden
1900:ix). Other scholars also make reference to the "scientific interest"
or simply to "interests" of the phenomenon described. Finally, there
are explicit or implicit references to the likelihood that, in a period
of rapid change, traditional Malay customs and beliefs would eventually
disappear and, thus should be recorded while this was still possible
(Wilkinson 1957:79).
Such statements, even when they are made, seem to offer only
limited insight into the range of possible reasons or incentives for
recording, describing or analyzing Malay magie. It seems safe to say
that the most commonly feit reason for those involved was that the
phenomena were inherently interesting, "scientifically" or otherwise,
and thus deserving of the attention of some wider community, or being
recorded while still in existence. This, of course, simply raises the
question of why such magical beliefs and practices should have been
so regarded. A fuil answer to this question would have to make
reference to both the wider intellectual climate of the time and to the
more specific one of colonial Malaya in the first decades of the
century, and, as such, is beyond the scope of this paper. In brief, the
following points seem relevant.
Evans-Pritchard (1965-b:4) notes that there was an intense interest
in primitive religions on the part of the Victorian and Edwardian
scholars and suggests that this may have been because they faced a
crisis in their own — that is, Western — religious life. He writes
(Evans-Pritchard 1965-b:5) further that the prevailing mood of the
period was one of a "curious mixture of positivism, evolutionism and
the remains of a sentimental religiosity", and that the comparativist
scholars of the time regarded 'all religious belief as absurd (EvansPritchard 1965-b: 15-16). On the basis of their published works such
statements seem to ring true as regards the interests of the Malayanist
scholars of Malay magie, some of whom, as noted, credit the comparativists — Tyler, Frazer, Jevons — of the period as influences.
Beyond such likely general influences, however, there would appear
to be more particular reasons why the Malayanists of the first decades
of the century were drawn to the topic of Malay magie and folk
religion. The first of these — characteristic of Wilkinson at least —
was linked to an attitude of ambivalence toward the colonial transformation of Malay society that was in full swing at the turn of the
century. Wilkinson saw the changes that were occurring in Malay
society, including "the loss of traditional craft skill, the ruin of men
deservedly held in good repute in traditional society, and the elevation
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of men willing to serve the foreigner" as inexorable but in some
respects evil (Wilkinson 1902:686). On the other hand, in writing
about Malay magical belief and ritual, he speaks of these phenomena
as "useless relies", interesting to the observer, deserving of record,
but archaic within the context of 20th century Malay life.
Again, we may ask ourselves: How long are these old Malay
ceremonies likely to survive? Not long, perhaps. The Malay is
becoming educated; he is commencing to believe in newspapers
and books, and, above all, he is beginning to have a good conceit
of himself. Why should he defer to the custodians of these
ancient customs, old and ignorant people who cannot read and
write? He does not discard — he would not be a Malay if he
did — but he improves upon what went before and his improvements are of a most deadly character. There was once a
Malay who tried to introducé poetic elements into the official
letter-writing of the State Secretariat with which he was connected. The object was laudable enough, but the fond expressions
uséd by Malay lovers seemed singularly out of place in official
documents. Anyone who attends a modern Malay ceremony, be
it a wedding or an ear-boring or even the installation af a prince,
will be struck by the inevitable confusion between the new and
the old. Not even Malay conservatism will suffice to preserve
the old customs of the country from the disintegrating influence of
modern improvements.
The change in Malay life is not really for the worse. The
ancient Malay planted for his own consumption; the Malay of
the future will plant to sell. (Wilkinson 1957:78.)
In this passage, traditional Malay custom and ceremony became a
metaphor for Malay culture and society generally, by which Wilkinson
is able to accept its destruction as necessary or even beneficial. If
traditional Malay culture was basically absurd and archaic, at least
within the context of the 20th century, then there was not much to be
regretted in its oblivion.
Of the other Malayanists of the period there is less evidence of
doubt about the value of the colonial transformation for Malay society;
in the case of Winstedt, the other major colonial interpreter of Malay
magie, folk religion and culture generally, there is none. Instead, for
Winstedt and the others, part of the particular attraction of Malay
magie seems to have been more simply romantic.14 The pioneering
phase of British imperialism in the Malay peninsula was perceived to
have ended by the turn of the century. This was not exactly the case.
A sübstantial region of the country, in particular the Malay states
of the north, remained to be brought under British control in the period
of 1904-14, and this was not accomplished without a certain amount
of conflict (Allen 1968). At thé turn of the century the far northeastern

The Study of Malay Magie

451

area of the Péninsula, where pre-colonial Malay regimes were still in
place, was little known, and it was for this reason that the Cambridge
Expedition of 1899-1900 was undertaken.
But for the administrator-scholars serving in the west coast Malay
states and in the Straits Settlements, Malaya was no longer the land
of danger, adventure and opportunity that it was perceived to be in
earlier periods; nor were the Malays perceived to be the same people
who had forcefully resisted British advances and who had often lived
by piracy and other treacherous, dissolute means that strongly appealed to the romantic side of the Victorian and Edwardian colonial
imagination. The considerable volume of short stories, novels, and
sketches produced by the colonial administrators of the period —
above all, those of Sir Hugh Clifford and Sir Frank Swettenham —
represent the most direct and obvious attempt to maintain and keep
alive contact with the intriguing less civilized side of Malay life (Allen
1964). But the literature on Malay magie would seem to reflect such
interests as well. Here also, then, Malay magie and the Malay magician
are metaphors for what was seen as a vanished or vanishing side of
traditional Malay life. For Winstedt the Malay magician was explicitly
an incarnation of earlier levels of religious and cultural development
— animism, Hinduism and Islamic Sufism. But implicitly he was also
an incarnation of the more primitive and mysterious aspects of Malay
personality and culture with which Winstedt and many of the other
Malayanists were most able to identify and which they thus chose to
emphasize as most real.
Conclusion
The body of literature produced over more than a century on the
general topic of Malay magie commands attention in several respects.
For the Malayanist or scholar of comparative religion it is a substantial
record of information on a range of individual or collective beliefs,
values, practices and customs of a sort in which there appears to be
a continuing interest. As such a record, the literature is problematic
and needs to be used with caution. This is particularly so of the more
interpretive works which seem to have exerted the strongest influence
on subsequent thought about Malays and Malay culture.
The literature on Malay magie is also of interest as a case study in
the culture and scholarship of imperialism. The relationship between
this literature and the circumstances of colonial rule within which it
was produced is ambiguous in that it seems to have had little of the
practical significance which underlay much imperialist scholarship. In
a sense knowledge about Malay magie is quite definitely a by-product
of the general need for expertise on Malay language and culture. At
the same time, there is little evidence that the literature on Malay magie
in particular, or the investigations on which it was based, were to any
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significant extént a consequence of a perceived need for practical
information of any kind. The proximate motives for studying and
writing about Malay magie were mainly that it was inherently
interesting, an important part of Malay life and culture, and so on.
Behind these motives lay a complex of attitudes and values with regard
to the nature of traditional Malay society; and the changes it was undergoing as a consequence of colonial domination.
April 1982
NÖTES
1 I would like to thank the following. people who have provided detailed
comments on one or another of the drafts of this paper over the years:
Óliver Wolters, Shelly Errington, William Douglass, Michael Brodhead, and,
especially, Judith Winzeler. The interpretation, and any remaining flaws,
are my own.
2 Skeat 1900; Cuisinier 1936; Winstedt 1961; Endicott 1970; Shaw 1975.
3 See the appended bibliography and Shaw 1975:257-270.
4 The line between these two types is not always easily drawn. Popular
accounts in recent decades include McHugh (1955) and Wavell (1965). Recent
scholarly studies are discussed in the text. Shaw (1975) occupies a middle
ground.
5 Wilkinson's Malay Beliefs, originally published in London in 1906, and The
Incidents of Malay Life, originally published in the Papers on Malay Subjects
Series in 1908, were combined and republishëd in 1957 by the Malayan
Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society as a monograph; Skeat's (1900) Malay
Magie was reprinted in 1966 in New York and London; Gimlette's Malay
Poisons, originally published in 1915 in London, was published in revised
editions in 1924 and 1929, the last of which was reprinted in 1971 in Kuala
Lumpur; Winstedt's (1925) Shaman, Saiva and Sufi was published in revised
editions in 1951 and 1961 in London as The Malay Magician.
6 Recent attempts to interpret Malay culture based on Wilkinson's ideas may
be found in Parkinson's (1967) discussion of Malay economie backwardness
and in Wolff's 1965 analysis of Malay resistance to modern medicine.
7 See Wax and Wax (1963) and Rosengren (1976), for example.
8 The role of Islam in Malay life was generally neglected in the literature
of Malay magie and folk religion, as I shall note at length in a separate
article.
9 Most notably the Malayan Police Magazine and the Journal of the Federated
States Museum. A few articles were published in the British journals Man
and Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute.
10 See the collections of the writings of each edited by Roff (Clifford 1966;
Swettenham 1967).
11 Annandale, a zoologist by training, published a number of articles on Malay
magie and folk religion, in addition to several contributions on the topic in
Fasciculi Malayenses, the volume covering the Cambridge Expedition (Annandale and Robinson 1903).
12 Wilkinson's Malay-English dictionary was first published in 1901 in Singapore.
The revised edition was published in Greece in 1932.
13 Though more so in Wilkinson's writings than in Winstedt's.
14 In his memoirs Winstedt (1969) presents an account of Malay seances as
he witnessed them in 1903 with reference to the famous seance that was held
by the Sultan of the Malay State of Perak before the insurrection in which
the British resident was slain in 1875. This seance, which took place in a
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period which "seemed centuries remote even in 1903", is described as follows:
Before that historie ceremony began, Abdullah, . . . then Sultan of Perak,
had smoked opium and said to his chiefs, 'If there are any prophets or
spirits left in the land, let us look into the future of the British resident
and see if anyhow Mr. Birch's steamer may be wrecked on the bar of
the river and his death brought to pass'.
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