
The 6th International Malaysian Studies Conference (MSC6) 

Engaging Malaysian Modernity 
50 Years and Beyond 

5-7 August 20081 Crowne Plaza Riverside Hotel, Kuching 

The Traditional Healer in the Context of a Changing World 

Author Dr Ann Appleton 

Title & Position Research Fellow, Institute of East Asian Studies 

Institution Universiti Malaysia Sarawak 

PRINCIPAL CONVERNOR: 
Malaysian Social Science Association (psSM) 

CO-CONVERNER & HOST: 
The Faculty of Social Sciences 


U niversiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS) 


CO-CONVERNER: 
Institute of Malaysian & International Studies (IKMAS) 


Institute of Occidental Studies (IKON) 

Universiti Kebaooaan Malavsia llJKM) 


/ 




2 

Abstract 

While the healing rituals and practices of the traditional Melanau shaman have 
been well documented in previous studies, the variety of Melanau healers and healing 
practices that exist is less apparent from the literature. Drawing on fieldwork research, 
this paper begins with an exploration of these diversities that includes healing 
practices, initiation experiences and Melanau concepts of illness, and traces how the 
role of the traditional healer in the Melanau communities has evolved to meet the 
challenge of social and cultural change over the past fifty years. 

In the 21 st century, increasing urbanization and development have issued new 
challenges to the status and viability of the traditional healing role, including the issue 
of regulation and integration of traditional healers within the wider Malaysian health 
system. The continuing relevance ofthe traditional healers and their contribution to 
wellbeing in local Melanau communities is explored in the context of these issues and 
debates. 

Introduction 

This paper begins with an ethnographic description of the Melanau traditional 

healer, based on fieldwork conducted in kampongs on the Mukah, Oya and Balingian 

rivers in Sarawak. Through the description of healing practices, initiation experiences 

and Melanau concepts of illness, it traces how the role of the traditional healer in the 

Melanau communities has evolved and adapted to meet the challenge of social and 

cultural change over the past fifty years. 

In the 21 st century, increasing urbanization and development have issued new 

challenges to the status and viability of the traditional healing role, including the issue 

of regulation and integration of traditional healers within the wider Malaysian health 

system. The continuing relevance ofthe traditional healers and their contribution to 

wellbeing in local Melanau communities is explored in the context of these issues and 

debates. 

The ethnographic material was collected in 2000 and 2001 - during long term 

fieldwork research in the area, and from 2006 to the present - on short research visits 

from Kuching.l 

1 Social, cultural and linguistic differences are acknowledged to occur between the various Melanau 
communities. Hence, the ethnographic details should not be considered representative of all Melanau 
communities in the area or indeed of other Melanau populations living in the wider Mukah Division. 
Nor does this paper make any claim that the views presented are necessarily sanctioned by all members 
ofa particular Melanau commurIity in the fieldwork area. 


