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Preface to the International Edition

The essays gathered in this volume were composed in Aceh between 2006 and 2012, in the years when the province was learning to live at once with the memory of catastrophe and the promise of peace. They were written first for an Acehnese and Indonesian readership, and most appeared in the pages of Serambi Indonesia or on the website of the Aceh Institute. That they should now address an international audience in English is a turn I could not have foreseen when I first set them down. In revising them for this edition I have been guided by a single conviction: that what befell Aceh after the tsunami of December 2004 and the peace of August 2005 belongs not to Aceh alone, but to the wider conversation about how societies remake themselves in the aftermath of disaster and war.

Preparing the book for readers beyond Indonesia has required more than translation. I have rendered the essays into what I hope is idiomatic scholarly English rather than a literal transcription of the Indonesian; I have converted the citations to the conventions of the American Psychological Association and gathered them into a single bibliography; and I have brought the data, figures, and events up to the present, so that arguments first advanced in the immediate wake of the tsunami now speak to Aceh as it stands in 2026. I have also made explicit the theoretical scaffolding that once remained implicit. Where the original essays drew silently upon the traditions of social theory, I have named my interlocutors—among them Geertz and Bourdieu, Mauss and Weber, Scott and Asad—so that the reader may follow the anthropological reasoning that underlies each chapter. The essays are now arranged into seven thematic Parts, each introduced by a framing essay that treats the chapters not as isolated commentaries but as ethnographic evidence.

Aceh has long been known as Serambi Mekkah, the Veranda of Mecca—the threshold through which Islam entered the Malay world. It is a society in which faith is not a private sentiment but the very idiom of public life, and it is precisely this quality that makes Aceh so instructive a case. In the years surveyed here the Acehnese wrestled with the implementation of sharīʿah, with the reintegration of former combatants into civilian life, with the vast machinery of international reconstruction, and with the perennial question of what it means to be Acehnese at all. To write of these matters as an anthropologist of one's own society is to occupy an uncertain vantage—neither wholly inside nor wholly outside—and I have tried to make a virtue of that position, attending to the haba bangai, the everyday talk of the coffee houses, as closely as to the haba cet langet, the lofty pronouncements of officials and scholars.

I offer this international edition in the hope that readers in the universities of the world will find in Aceh not an exotic periphery but a mirror in which the largest questions of our age—faith and modernity, disaster and renewal, sovereignty and belonging—are thrown into sharp relief. My debts, recorded more fully in the preface that follows, remain undiminished; to them I add my gratitude to all who helped bring these ideas into a new language and before a new readership. Whatever is of value in these pages I owe to my teachers and interlocutors; its shortcomings are mine alone.

Kamaruzzaman Bustamam-Ahmad

Banda Aceh, 6 July 2026

Author's Preface
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All of the essays gathered in this volume were written in Aceh between 2006 and 2012. In preparing them for publication, however, I have undertaken several substantial revisions. I am grateful to the participants in the various seminars and workshops whose responses inspired many of the improvements I subsequently made. A number of the central questions explored here also served as material for discussion in my teaching at Syiah Kuala University (UNSYIAH), the State Institute for Islamic Studies (IAIN), and ARTI; to my students at IAIN and UNSYIAH I offer my thanks, in the hope that this book may afford them some modest guidance in their studies in Aceh. Nearly all of these articles first appeared in Serambi Indonesia and on the Aceh Institute website, though a few were never published. I wish to thank Kak Nani, Yarmen Dinamika, Arief Ramdan, and Ampuh Devayan of Serambi Indonesia, and, at the Aceh Institute, Halim, Alkaf, Kamal Ahmad, Dr. Saiful Mahdi, Chairul Fahmi, and Fajran Zain. I am indebted, too, to the readers of these pieces—in the newspaper, on the Institute's website, and in the online discussions they provoked—whose reactions repeatedly spurred me to refine my ideas. To all of them I extend my boundless gratitude.

As the manuscript took shape as a book, several people earned my thanks. In Australia, I am grateful to Professor Joel S. Kahn and Wendy Mee, both of La Trobe University, who opened my eyes to the study of sociology and anthropology; much of the thinking in this book was inspired by my conversations with them. Nor can I forget Dr. Patrick Jory, a friend who visited me in Aceh on several occasions and who was my superior when I taught at Walailak University in Thailand. In Jakarta, I thank Professor Azyumardi Azra, whose counsel repeatedly urged me to “remain” in Aceh; this book is one fruit of my several encounters with him.

In Aceh, I wish to thank the colleagues who faithfully lent an ear to my haba bangai: Syahrizal, Rakhmat, Muttaqien, Sulaiman Tripa, Munawar, Alkaf, and Bustami. Among those who became my interlocutors whenever the ideas in this book reached an impasse were Professor Yusny Sabi, Professor M. Hasbi Amiruddin, Dr. Nazaruddin A.W., Professor Dato’ Zulkifli, Professor Ruzman Md. Noor, Dr. John Kurien, Professor Bahrein T. Sugihen, Dr. Saleh Sjafei, Dr. A. Rani Usman, Dr. Muhammad A.R., Dr. Munawar A. Djalil, Hasanuddin Yusuf Adan, and M. Adli Abdullah al-Bawareth. I owe particular thanks to Professor Ruzman and Professor Dato’ Zulkifli, for the revision of this book became possible during my tenure as a Research Fellow at the Academy of Islamic Studies, University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur. I am grateful as well to LSAMA (the Institute for the Study of Religion and Society in Aceh) for undertaking its publication, and most profoundly to Professor M. Hasbi Amiruddin, who graciously agreed to write the foreword.

Finally, since this book appears in Aceh, I wish to thank my extended family, both in Krueng Mane and in Tanoh Abe (Seulimum). To my parents, H. Bustamam and Hj. Jasmani, who always hoped that I would remain in Aceh and attend to our family in our homeland: as this book was being completed, my father, Haji Bustamam-Ahmad, returned to the presence of the Divine on 3 February 2012. I offer them my deepest reverence. To my grandfather, the late H. Budiman Muli of Sawang, North Aceh—who proved more learned than any teacher I have ever encountered—I extend my profound thanks for guiding me toward a better life. Nor can I neglect my heartfelt gratitude to my beloved wife, Fitri Zulfidar, whose understanding and affection are the very spirit in which this book was written, and to the five jewels of my heart—Qatrin, Qaishar, Queen, Qyara, and Qina Rania—who constantly kept their Abah company and understood his work. Above all, I give thanks to God, who has accompanied me throughout the making of these ideas and who continually grants me the spirit to serve His knowledge.

Jantho – Petaling Jaya – Ule Kareng, 30 May 2013

KBA

Aceh as Capital-Region and Model:

Revisiting the Traditions of the Acehnese
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Prof. Dr. H. M. Hasbi Amiruddin, M.A.
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As portrayed in Kamaruzzaman Bustamam-Ahmad’s account in this book, the Aceh of recent decades was once a region that other nations habitually took as a point of reference and a model. Its name accordingly recurs throughout the scholarly literature—in the notes of historians no less than in the studies of researchers on social and religious affairs. In the centuries before Saudi Arabia became the immensely wealthy state it is today, when much of its population remained poor and even the upkeep of the Ka‘bah exceeded its means, the Sharif of Mecca once travelled to Aceh in search of assistance. At that time the Kingdom of Aceh Darussalam was ruled by Sultanah Naqiatuddin, one of the four queens who reigned over the Islamic kingdom of Aceh Darussalam. Moved by the plight of its brethren in the Haramayn, Aceh responded by sending aid—a quantity of gold, together with alms gathered from the Acehnese people—for the maintenance of the Ka‘bah and the Mosque of Medina, and even for the relief of the poor within the Haramayn (Azra, 2005, p. 243).

In the seventeenth century, the ulama of Aceh were able to shape the currents of Islamic religious thought across Southeast Asia. This was the age of scholars of international standing—Shaykh Hamzah Fansuri, Shaykh Shamsuddin al-Sumatrani, Shaykh Nuruddin al-Raniri, and Shaykh Abdurrauf al-Singkili. Alongside them, other ulama became disseminators of the Islamic religious sciences throughout the region, whether through their teaching circles or through the treatises they composed, which subsequently circulated across Southeast Asia. The Mirʾat al-Ṭullāb, for instance, was still in use as a manual of fiqh in Mindanao into the 1940s, while the Masāʾil al-Muhtadī remains in use in various parts of Indonesia, Malaysia, and southern Thailand to this day.

When other regions of Indonesia could not defend their territories against the rapacity of European colonialism, Aceh never surrendered to any of these invaders, including the Dutch, who colonised Indonesia for three and a half centuries (Mahmud, 1988). Aceh had even aided Malacca—now a state within Malaysia—in expelling the Portuguese, who had subjugated the Malays there (Hasjmy, 2002, pp. 10–13). When the Dutch had firmly entrenched themselves in the archipelago, exploiting its people and its natural wealth at will, the Acehnese fought on across successive generations for nearly seventy years—men, women, and even children, for the Hikayat Prang Sabi, unlike the conventional manuals of fiqh, summoned the whole community to battle rather than adult men alone (Amiruddin, 1995)—until the Dutch at last withdrew from this land at considerable cost.

If we trace the political history of Aceh, we find that at a time when Europe still made women the chattels of men’s appetites, Aceh had already articulated a principle of equality between men and women—a tradition of esteem for women reinforced by the teachings of Islam. This is evident from the very founding of the Islamic kingdoms in Aceh. Around 800 CE, Aceh already possessed an Islamic kingdom, such as the one established at Peureulak in East Aceh. From that time Aceh entrusted a woman with the rule of the kingdom of Beunua in Tamiang, a vassal state of the kingdom of Perlak—namely Putri Lindung Bulan (Jamil, 1968, pp. 18–21). When the Islamic kingdom of Pasai grew strong and won renown abroad, it too entrusted its throne, on occasion, to a woman. Indeed, once the Acehnese realms had been unified into the Kingdom of Aceh Darussalam, that kingdom entrusted its leadership to four successive sultanahs—Taj al-‘Alam Safiatuddin Syah, Nurul Alam Naqiatuddin Syah, Zakiatuddin Inayat Syah, and Kemalat Syah (Hasjmy, 1977).

By the sixteenth century, Acehnese women had even been entrusted with the office of naval commander, as in the case of Admiral Keumala Hayati (Abdul Jalil, 1993, pp. 274–277). In the periods following the reign of the four sultanahs—notwithstanding a fatwa from Mecca declaring that women were not permitted to lead an Islamic kingdom (Djajadiningrat, 1982/1985, p. 60)—women in Aceh continued, as a matter of course, to emerge as leaders: whether as heads of educational institutions, such as Teungku Fakinah, or as war commanders defending the homeland against the colonisers, such as Cut Nyak Dhien, Cut Meutia, Pocut Baren, Cut Gambang, and Pocut Meurah Intan (Zentgraaff, 1983). Their prominence did not arise by accident, nor from any thirty-percent quota advanced by the state or by particular interest groups, but from the genuine quality of these women themselves—in their learning no less than in their readiness to serve their religion, their state, and their nation.

In contrast to the many Acehnese women who, throughout history, rose to national and even international prominence, not a single woman has been recorded as a national figure since Indonesia’s independence and Aceh’s incorporation into the Republic. The most readily identifiable cause, upon reflection, is the sheer length of the conflict that engulfed Aceh—both the conflict with the Dutch colonisers and the social conflict within Aceh itself. Conflict, wherever it occurs, invariably brings suffering upon a people: poverty, violations of human rights, and the loss of access to quality education. And the loss of access to education is the single most decisive factor bearing on whether a person rises to prominence.

It is perhaps worth recording, too, that after Indonesia proclaimed its independence, the Dutch still sought to mount military aggression—capturing President Soekarno and Vice-President Mohammad Hatta and seizing almost the whole of Indonesian territory, with the sole exception of Aceh. In that moment Aceh became the very capital of the struggle for Indonesian independence. It offered not merely a territory from which to proclaim to the world that Indonesia had not yet fallen to the Dutch, but also facilities that helped make Indonesia known abroad, such as Radio Rimba Raya. Indeed, at a time when other regions were still struggling merely to survive—when many could scarcely afford more than a pair of short trousers—Aceh was able to purchase two aircraft for Indonesia, serving both the needs of domestic transport and the demands of a foreign policy pursued in the cause of independence (Dick, 1993, p. 44).

At a time when great numbers of Indonesians remained illiterate in the early years of independence, a number of Acehnese were able to contribute their scholarly talents even to universities beyond Aceh—among them Hasbi Ash-Shiddieqy, Abu Bakar Aceh, and Teungku Ismail Yacob (Amiruddin, 2004; Munawiyah, 2004; Musa, 2008). For Aceh had known virtually no era of illiteracy: its people could at the very least read the Jawoe script—Malay written in Arabic characters—which has since become the Indonesian language. In the 1980s, at IAIN Syarif Hidayatullah in Jakarta, four deanships were held simultaneously by intellectuals of Acehnese origin.

Aceh’s academic contribution, together with its practical application, may likewise be discerned in the brilliant ideas of its sons and daughters. When the Indonesian nation sought to pursue development in its fullest sense, for example, Acehnese leaders contributed their thinking at the national level by establishing a development-planning body, first named the Aceh Development Board, which Indonesia subsequently adopted as the National Development Planning Agency (BAPPENAS) (Tim Penulis, 2008). In the same spirit, in order to unify the thought of the ulama in fortifying and safeguarding the faith of the community, the ulama of Aceh established, in 1965, an organisation to serve as a forum for their deliberations—the Consultative Assembly of Ulama (Majelis Permusyawaratan Ulama)—which in 1975 became a national body under the name Indonesian Ulama Council (Majelis Ulama Indonesia) (Ismuha, 1978).

How robust the academic thought bearing on Islam was among the ulama and movement leaders of Aceh may be seen, for instance, in A. Hasjmy’s conception of a Faculty of Preaching (Fakultas Dakwah), which he first proposed in 1963. The idea arose when the Minister of Religion issued a decree founding the State Institutes for Islamic Studies (IAIN), comprising only the Faculties of Sharia, Education (Tarbiyah), Theology (Ushuluddin), and Letters (Adab). For Hasjmy, it was precisely through the efforts of preachers committed to Islam that the religion had flourished from the age of the Prophet to the present. He therefore mapped out the science of daʿwah as a discipline in its own right, distinct from the others; and in 1968 the Minister of Religion approved his proposal and inaugurated the first Faculty of Daʿwah at IAIN Ar-Raniry in Darussalam, Banda Aceh. Today a Faculty of Daʿwah exists at every IAIN and UIN throughout Indonesia (Bahagian Publikasi Fakultas Dakwah, 1969).

Thus, throughout its history, Aceh has served both as the capital of independence and as a model for the development of Indonesia. The question now is whether this tradition can be inherited by the present and coming generations. Will the other regions of Indonesia yet take Aceh as their model? Let Kamaruzzaman’s exposition in this book, in dissecting post-tsunami Aceh, serve as a mirror for self-examination. Perhaps much has been done inadvertently, without design, such that we have fallen into actions that can no longer serve as any model at all.

On another view, I believe that the history of Aceh’s journey—having midwifed the very existence of Indonesia, and indeed having bankrolled it—warrants deep reflection by every component of the nation, wherever it may have arisen. From such awareness, one hopes, will arise both an appreciation and an effort to align our actions and policies accordingly, so that the old lament of kindness repaid with cruelty need never be heard again. So may it be.
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AT THE OUTSET I NEVER imagined that my involvement in cultivating Acehnese thought had already entered its first decade. I was only in my thirties—by any reckoning, still a young man. At thirty-something one can hardly be called mature, still less a model for others. My involvement in shaping the discourse of Acehnese thought was never, in truth, deliberate. To take part in any project of development in Indonesia, the choice between working within the system and standing outside it is a question that demands an answer. If one wishes to effect change, so one argument runs, then one must enter the system and there cultivate one’s most brilliant ideas. Others hold that if one wishes to forge a nation, it is better to remain outside the system, for only thus does one retain the freedom to create. Such is the calculus of participation in any process of development—and it is precisely this calculus that gives rise to ideas.

There is, however, a position in which one refuses to be defined at all, whether within the axis of power or beyond it. That is to say: when something cannot be defined, the definition itself must bend to the will of the thing it would define. Thus far, those who move outside and within the orbit of power resemble nothing so much as an invisible hand. This class of architects can be said to be neither inside nor outside. They take part in development in their own fashion, even if at times they cannot be approached. Such is the portrait of those who live to defend their ideas as a contribution to development. For the sake of an idea they will sometimes consent to remain beyond the orbit of power—or even to “despise” power and those who wield it. And at times the force of an idea becomes a kind of power in its own right, capable of fortifying a person’s very ideology.

How, then, does one approach a person who cannot be defined? What must be done, and what reasons must be marshalled, to meet a human being of this kind? My own choice was to construct a definition of myself, so that whatever definition then attached to me might stand very close to the axis of power and of economic force. The definition that finally takes shape is one constructed in the very manner by which I define my identity before power and authority. In other words, if we wish to define our undertaking within a very short span of time, we shall erect a box of power around ourselves. It is this box that then binds us and renders us as unyielding as a fortress—so that those who stand outside our definition come to us, drawn into the ambit of the definition we have chosen to enact.

Here three forces meet: the strength of one’s identity, the definition of one’s function, and one’s response to influences from without. Together these three transform a person’s disposition upon encountering power freighted with interest. A definition is constructed in order to grasp a term, a concept, a theory; and so human beings require definitions to render themselves intelligible to others. By the same token, every human act calls for interpretation once a person’s identity has been defined. Influence arriving from without is able to alter a person’s disposition whenever that person proves unable to define his own identity. One person’s identity then meets the identity of another, and there begins the process of mutual understanding—of the likenesses and differences in the definitions each one holds.

The consolidation of identity may also be drawn from the way a nation defines itself before its people. In this respect, to forge a nation is like a game of chess, in which every element of power and force must have someone to arrange and to move it. Hence, if such power should halt, or its future grow precarious, it is surely because the chess-player has run short of ideas. An intellectual journey of an unusual kind, plunging steeply from one map to another across several corners of the world, ends by fashioning the self into something like a cloud—now appearing, now vanishing. It appears when the sky is clear and vanishes when it rains. This cloud is like one who plays with the wind and the sun; the cloud is the life of the chess-player. Clouds exist and may be seen, yet cannot be grasped, for whoever dares to touch a cloud must be a parachutist in free fall. And far from catching the cloud, such a one must fall back to earth, so powerful is its gravity. Since human beings can neither catch nor play with clouds, films are made in which we seem to catch them and to sleep upon them—though such films are merely the imaginings of their makers, contrived to becloud the public mind. In Acehnese culture this is known as cet langet, “painting the sky”: the conviction that life is filled with dreams.

To fashion a definition of the strength of Aceh’s identity, then, and of the function of that identity, is an exceedingly heavy task. For if definition and function neither move nor exert influence, Aceh’s identity may become like a painting upon a cloud. To put it otherwise: to paint its own identity, Aceh must rise and fall against the gravity of trial—whether from nature or from humankind itself. What, in truth, is meant by the strength of Aceh? What has enabled the Acehnese to withstand every force from beyond their own identity? What is the Acehnese conception and philosophy of life? Many questions remain if one is to unfold a definition of Aceh’s identity. Each question, however, is answered not in writing alone; it must permeate the soul of the Acehnese and find its function in the movement of their lives.

What all this finally seeks is a philosophy of Acehneseness (ke-Aceh-an). This is a weighty task indeed, for the long history of Aceh has always been coloured by external forces bent on destroying the Acehnese self. The influence of those forces has dissolved the edifice of Acehneseness that the ancestors (endatu) once carved from the seasonings of life they had discovered—not only from their manner of regarding the cosmos, but also from the influence of Islam, which gave them the strength to construct a definition of Acehneseness as a nation to be reckoned with.

From childhood I always longed to write and to be known as a writer. Later, at the State Islamic Elementary School (Madrasah Ibtidaiyah Negeri) in Krueng Mane, I read whatever came to hand. My dream then was not to be known as a clever pupil or to stand first in the class; my sole ambition was to become a famous writer, and to have every sentence I set down read by others. Before taking up the practice of writing as an instrument for the making of the nation, therefore, the capacity to read is the precondition for pouring ideas onto paper. One of the means I adopted was to buy a thick notebook and to summarise every subject within it. Through this notebook I sought to learn to write by condensing the long into the brief, the large into the small, the wholly general into the highly particular.

Even so, I still could not write—not so much as a single letter. When a letter reached me from someone in Jakarta, I was thrown into confusion, for I could not reply. What I felt then was shame: not only because my handwriting was poor, but because my command of the written word was impoverished in the extreme. I had dreamed of becoming an author at the State Islamic Elementary School (MIN) in Krueng Mane in the 1980s, but the ambition proved of little help. I could only copy and compose to the dictation of my teacher and my reading books, and so I lost all creative power. My books and my writings lay scattered everywhere. My dream was to become a writer—or, at the very least, to write a textbook.

When, however, I observed how diligently and responsibly my teachers taught, I came to think that to be an exemplary pupil was not a matter of succeeding in composition, but of who was cleverest (highest in the rankings), who dullest, and who most unruly. Among these three categories I was among the most unruly—yet the most disciplined. I constructed a box of definition around myself, refusing to submit to the one my teachers laid down. That is to say: one who is unruly but disciplined will surely escape punishment. Because I was both disciplined and unruly, every teacher knew me, and none would strike me when I erred, for I arrived on time and was never absent. To school this discipline in me, the headmaster appointed me keeper of the school keys, without pay. I was therefore obliged to arrive early and to rise earlier still, for were I late the whole business of teaching would be held up. I came to know every pupil and where each one lived; I could recall which pupil reached school first and which teacher arrived latest at the gate. Thus the office of key-keeper instilled in me a very powerful discipline.

As for the teachers who lived far from the school, they invariably arrived early and stood in the foremost rank at the Monday assembly. So too the pupils who lived within a five-kilometre radius always came early. They never smelled sweet by the time they reached the classroom, for they had walked or pedalled their bicycles from home. Their ethos and their spirit were to go to school simply to play and to learn; and so, whenever a teacher was absent or in a meeting, play became the pupils’ order of the day. To sharpen my knowledge and my habit of writing, I began to spend my money on crossword puzzles (teka-teki silang), for through them I could distil the true message of a text. School, for me, was like a storehouse of knowledge to which I came, though I myself devised the system I lived by. I never stood first at school; yet I was wholly content if I could fill in every square of a crossword. Countless are the crossword books I completed. I now begin to realise that the crossword was an exercise in constructing definitions—of a term, or of the riddle folded into a fragment of a word. It trained my way of thinking about the power of the brain as a storehouse for what one has read.

On account of my diligence, my persistence, and my very unruliness, I was invited to represent the school in the Cerdas Cermat quiz competitions. The zeal for reading that had begun as an ambition to write turned out to bring the blessing of several victories in these contests. Once again, however, though I always won, I was not satisfied, for my ambition to become a writer whose work others read remained unfulfilled. In the end I had read scores of books. Even the newspapers my parents used to wrap their wares I devoured. As a street vendor, my father bought newspapers by the kilo—most often Waspada, Analisa, and Kompas. In those days I merely practised finding a particular word within a newspaper column at a set speed. My aim was to gauge how keen my eye was in spotting a single word among the thousands on a page—a manner of reading later known as skimming. Before the newspaper was cut up to wrap the clothes sold on market day, I always asked leave to cut the kilo-bought papers first. Tens of kilos of newsprint I would, as it were, censor—news, opinion, and cartoons alike.

So too, whenever we were selling at the market and my father was busy serving customers, I was absorbed in leafing through the newspapers. As a result, whenever there was a quick-fire quiz, the information I had devoured from the papers proved a great help. This manner of learning from kilo-bought newspapers was fascinating indeed—though nowadays the most effective way to learn is perhaps no longer the newspaper bought by weight, but the search for keywords on Google. At the very least, in those days my father was my “Mr. Google,” for he supplied his son with thousands of pieces of information. The information lodged in my head served only to satisfy my curiosity—not to analyse the latest political situation, nor as material for an article, nor to apprise others of the latest news. What I swallowed then was purely to feed my own curiosity.

It seems, then, that the aspiration to become a writer led me into a process of reasoning. What I did, other children may well have done too. Have parents, educators, or officials, however, ever truly grasped a situation of this kind in their own children—still more in children who live far from the urban centres? Children are a remarkably intelligent world, if we are seeking the makers of future development. They can never quite say that they want this or that; yet they can show it through the creativity they bring to their play. Such is the portrait of my childhood, intimating how my desire to be one who wanted to know everything led me, in the end, to the vocation of writing.

This book is an assemblage of my scattered reflections, which I have wished to gather into a single spark for the making of the ancestral land (tanoh endatu). Within it there may be an academic register wrapped in emotion, or in empathy, concerning the future of Aceh. Earlier, in Aceh, from the 1980s onward, I lived more in the forest than in the town. As a child I was left by my parents in the care of my grandfather in the village of Gunci, Sawang. In those days there was only a suspension bridge, known in Acehnese as tutu ayong. When the flash flood came in 1982, the tutu ayong was destroyed. Electricity and television were costly rarities in Gunci. Whenever my grandmother took me to the weekly market at Sawang, I would cross the river by wading straight through its current, never once imagining the danger, or that I might be swept away by the Sawang river. All of it was borne simply because it was to be savoured.

One lesson that left a deep mark upon me was the pattern of discipline and the manner of admonition of Acehnese elders. By discipline I mean an ordered way of life, maintained even amid the direst want. My grandfather was a retired schoolteacher, and he loved me dearly. When the flash flood struck Gunci, my grandmother recounted, he dragged me with him through the whole house, for had he been about to die, I was to accompany him into the realm of barzakh. When I fell ill, he never took me to hospital, but only recited prayers over me. Since there was no lamp, each morning I would watch him read or recite in a murmur like the humming of a mosquito. By the light of an oil lamp (panyet culet) he would sit facing the qibla, reading his kitab. Once, rummaging through a barrel and some old documents, I came upon a number of religious books. Only later did I understand that he performed dhikr or wirid every night. My grandmother, for her part, was always mindful of the hours, and rarely allowed me to keep company with others.

As a pensioner, my grandfather naturally lived simply. At the beginning of each month he would travel to the town of Lhokseumawe to collect his pension. His way of living was by the amilan system, whereby we drew our daily necessities from a particular shop, and he would settle the account at the start of every month. This same amilan system was later adopted by my father: though there were dozens of shops and stalls, we always took our goods from one shop alone, and with each purchase the shopkeeper would enter it in his ledger. Since we lived at the forest's edge, my grandfather would cast his net in the river to put fish on our table. Every night he would vanish, and towards dawn return with a few fresh fish. Whenever I did something that displeased my grandparents, I could read it only in the way they looked at me: when their eyes widened, it meant that I was being scolded.

Living in so isolated a village meant that I had no childhood friends, for day after day I merely sat at home while my grandparents went to the rice fields. The topography of Gunci was hardly that of a village that had won its "independence": the houses stood far apart, and now and then a tiger or a wild boar would slink beneath the villagers' stilted homes. However, those early years in Gunci taught me the meaning of simplicity. At the very least, I saw my parents only twice a year, at the festivals of Idul Fitri and Idul Adha. Isolated though they were, the people there never surrendered to the conditions of their life. On market days they carried the produce of their fields and gardens to Sawang, walking kilometres out of the forest to bring in their harvest. This experience remains deeply etched in my memory, a reminder that nature, in truth, has much to teach humankind.

By the 1990s, however, I had already been touched by the culture of the town, all the more so when I pursued my undergraduate degree in Yogyakarta. As a village boy come down to the city, I was forever conscious of how I might survive there if I possessed no skill. Once again I turned the wheel towards writing. In those days, to write was to earn one's bread (Bustamam-Ahmad, 2012): to eat, one had to write. In this book, however, writing is no longer a mere means of subsistence—for books, as it turns out, have never yet fed their author. This book is rather an attempt to contribute to the fate of a people who come from the village; it asks, for instance, how I ought to write about the common folk.

Aceh is the land of my birth, which I love profoundly. Yet to understand Aceh, one must sometimes cease to be "an Acehnese." Some of the writings in this book are at times intensely Acehnese and at others fiercely anti-Aceh. To love Aceh, I have had to criticise it sharply; to cherish Aceh, I have had at times to write with a cutting edge. Often, once a piece had appeared in a newspaper or journal, I would call it haba bangai (foolish talk). My friends would frequently complain: why publish haba bangai at all? I would reply that haba carong (wise talk) is always accepted and taken as counsel; and so, however fine a piece of writing may be, if it brings about no change, it remains haba bangai. Aceh must be viewed through the frame of haba bangai, for haba carong issues only from the "whisperers," from "those who stand close to the axis of power."

Haba bangai commonly arises in the coffee house, where people debate what ought to be good for Aceh. Among Aceh's developers, however, the appetite is for haba carong—for what can actually be done, but done first in a manner that serves private or factional interest. In the coffee house, therefore, haba bangai is often compounded with haba cet langet: people have dreams, yet dreams exceedingly hard to realise in the waking world. The writings in this book, then, must be read as the haba bangai and haba cet langet of the coffee house—which is to say that their message may be very hard to attain, and at times altogether too lofty.

The philosophy of haba bangai, haba carong, and haba cet langet is a manifestation of the everyday discourse of Acehnese society. Examined closely, the habit of generating brilliant ideas in the coffee house is directed not at the making of Aceh, but at conversation for its own sake—at the very least, at reconciling perceptions of the imagined world of Acehneseness. In the coffee house, accordingly, all of Aceh's development proceeds by the light of reason; for whoever is cleverest in haba bangai will most often be heard, and his utterances most often cited—especially if he is willing to pay for the coffee and cigarettes. Such is the portrait of Acehnese life with its haba bangai. By the late 1980s, for instance, colour television had already reached the fringes of Aceh's forests, and the Acehnese could enjoy RCTI and TVRI; in the subdistrict towns, television and parabolic satellite dishes had already proliferated. Towards dawn the people would gather in the coffee house, and after the morning news would fall at once to debate, much like the talk shows on today's private television channels. They could hold forth on anything; indeed, their analyses were often sharper than the content of the news itself.

To accommodate these local Acehnese analysts, every coffee house in Aceh came to be furnished with a parabolic satellite dish. Information from the centres of power entered their collective memory, and they began to dissect the government's patterns of deception and to question the backwardness of their own lives. At home, too, the custom of the satellite dish began to take root, and Acehnese families at the forest's edge began to be "given a headache" by the television serials (sinetron). Ways of thinking began to shift, all the more when a serial ran across several episodes. If the fare of the coffee house was the analysis of news and of football, in the Acehnese home there now arose the analysis of the life dramatised in the serials.

In this context, the emergence of haba carong in Aceh is to be found in the conduct of its officials. Here the drafting of Aceh's development plans is made as handsome and as precisely calibrated as possible—which is to say that the schedule for development is drawn up at breakneck speed, provided only that it does not overrun the budget date. Project operators lobby on every side to secure a contract, distributing fees to those who have rendered service. "Efficient" development, then, is development that falls into disrepair as quickly as possible, or is of poor quality—for in that way it can be budgeted afresh in the following fiscal year.

Haba carong may also issue from the expert staff—those who advise whoever controls Aceh's development, scholars capable of foreseeing how best to advance Aceh. In Aceh, however, the role of the expert staff is far from significant; they serve rather as speechwriters or gatherers of material whenever there is a leadership meeting, or anything else that might enable their superior to speak in public or in council. The most influential figure is the "whisperer," who forever tells the leader what, in his own view, is good. That is to say, "what is good" is not truly in the people's interest, but rather "what can bring advantage" to the whisperer himself.

As for the haba cet langet that appears in this book, it consists of one gibe after another concerning the study of Acehneseness (Acehnology). Being haba cet langet, it is seldom taken as a basis for the deliberations of the Acehnese government. It merely greets the reader, so that the people's hopes may at least be recorded in the onward march of Aceh's history. For this reason, the chapters of this book are to be understood as the dreams of the Acehnese people concerning what they truly wish to attain. The chapters have therefore been allowed to stand as they are, so that at the book's end we may at least draw a single breath of conviction: that change in Aceh is an inevitability.

* * *
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WHY DO I BIND THIS book to the question of haba? In Acehnese, haba means news or tidings; but in light of its content, haba may also be rendered as "talk"—or, indeed, as discourse (Wood & Kroger, 2000). To speak, the Acehnese call peugah (to tell); joined together, the two become peugah haba (to convey a piece of news). An idea, for the Acehnese, is called akai (reason, intellect). If one wishes to speak of the substance of a conversation, there must be akai—that is, the talk must have "content." Thus one who speaks, or peugah, without substance is often said to be hana akai (without reason). And the term hana akai may, in turn, shade into madness: a madman in Aceh is frequently called hana akai—one who peugah haba without any akai. Bringing together the terms haba, akai, and peugah, we find that the Acehnese prefer to convey something through parable and through hikayat (epic narrative). Here the art of peugah haba becomes a distinctive Acehnese accomplishment. To treat haba as discourse is to recognise, with Foucault (1972), that talk is never innocent: it is the very medium through which knowledge, authority, and truth are produced, ranked, and contested within a community.

When one speaks of haba carong, it means that a person is conveying something of substance; whereas in haba bangai a person conveys something devoid of substance. Here two terms are set in opposition: carong and bangai. In Aceh, children at play often taunt a companion with kah bangai! (you fool!). Such a one is also sometimes called hansep akai (of insufficient reason). Carong, by contrast, means clever—one who has reason enough (sep akai). In Aceh the ureung carong (the clever, the learned) are the ulama and the scholars, while the ureung bangai (the ignorant) are the common people. Whenever the people meet an alim, therefore, they always say kamoe ureung bangai (we are ignorant folk). Though this is a language of deference—owing to the scholar's learning or piety—there is in truth no acknowledgement of a clever person other than an alim or a teungku.

The role of the ureung carong is thus of the utmost importance, for the people will surely follow whatever the ureung carong says. They come to him for answers to every problem they meet in daily life, and so his role and function become altogether central. The ureung carong, be it stressed, is skilled not only in matters of religion but also in the affairs of everyday life. In Acehnese history the ureung carong was produced in the dayah (traditional Islamic boarding school), where he was tempered not merely to master the religious sciences but also to possess the disposition and the resolve to settle every problem the common people might face. One hallmark of the ureung carong is that whatever he says or commands must be obeyed; to do otherwise is to bring calamity upon the ureung bangai in his life. The ureung carong, then, must be able to expound and to convey haba carong. In Bourdieu's (1991) terms, he commands a symbolic capital that authorises his speech: his words carry not because they are demonstrably true but because the community has vested in him the recognised right to utter them—an authority close to what Weber (1978) called charismatic legitimacy.

After the historical and social transformations of Acehnese society, however, the ureung carong came to be compelled not only to convey haba carong but also to descend directly into the community. Their task was no longer merely that of purveyors of haba carong, but also that of the transfer of knowledge—a process carried out not only in the dayah but in various public places, such as the meunasah (village prayer house) or the preaching assembly. Haba carong thus became public property, reinforcing the base for the transfer of knowledge; and it came to be set down in writing by the ureung carong, so that the ureung bangai might gather a store of akai as a guide to life. The diaspora of the ureung carong and the transfer of knowledge became the scholarly tradition of Acehnese society, such that not a few vied to accumulate as much akai as they could. Another name for this tradition is mita eleume (the seeking of knowledge). All this followed from the highly honoured position of the ureung carong among ordinary people: they were the exemplars, and even the point of reference. This is why the ureung carong truly conveyed haba carong—because the listener would truly obey.

Once the very structure of Acehnese life had shifted—once the usefulness of knowledge came to be measured by income, and the ureung carong by the material goods he could put to daily use—haba became a thing of little importance. Day by day the people no longer consumed haba from a single source. In the morning they read the newspaper; at work they took in the news on the internet; in the afternoon they followed the news on television; and at night they gathered haba in public places. As a result, the mental constructs of some Acehnese became highly engineered—indeed, they became a people governed by haba. Those seated in parliament or in government offices, for their part, would undertake comparative studies elsewhere in order to gather haba. In short, the process of receiving and managing haba no longer flowed from a single direction.

The wise man in Aceh is little heeded. All haba may be conditioned and steered to suit the need. This shift in the production and distribution of haba has caused society to lose its patron: people tend to disregard the ureung carong and to pay him no heed, as was the practice in the age of the endatu (ancestors). Haba that run deep—that can even foretell the future—are deemed unworthy of attention, and so these haba have ceased to be a mainstay of Acehnese life. Once the role of the wise man ceased to function, the place for producing ureung carong was no longer the traditional institutions or communities.

In ages past the role of the ureung carong was highly significant: they were the counsellors of kings and the authors of kitab (Erawadi, 2011); they were consulted and their opinions sought by the raja or the sultan. In a later era the ureung carong became warriors of the holy war, standing in the foremost ranks against the coloniser. Later still, on the eve of independence, the ureung carong fostered the organisations of civil society, so that the seeds of nationalism in Indonesia were, in no small measure, sown by the ureung carong of Aceh. For the Acehnese people, the ureung carong in question are the ulama (Saby, 2006).

The transformation of haba carong began to be displaced once Aceh became part of the Republic of Indonesia. The haba carong of the Acehnese was manipulated by leaders from the island of Java, so that it forever came to a halt at the gates of disappointment. The ureung carong ceased to play so active a part in the forging of the Acehnese soul; instead they turned into a kind of intellectual class, joining forces to compose books for the instruction of Aceh's younger generation. In the post-independence years, accordingly, the role of the ureung carong and of the haba carong of Aceh resounded across the Indonesian national stage, and the intellectuals' power to ground their thought in the wider world proved potent indeed. Hasbi Ash-Shiddieqy, for instance, was known not only as an alim but as a remarkably prolific intellectual (Wahyudi, 2007; Shiddiqi, 1997); in the fields of letters and history, A. Hasjmy was an Acehnese intellectual who moved not only in the world of learning but also as a bureaucrat. Many other names of ureung carong command respect in this republic.

The question is why Aceh has been so productive in generating ureung carong and in possessing the ideas of haba carong. The answer, to be sure, is not simple; for if one traces their origins, several of Aceh's peoples were newcomers from various lands and lineages. Were one to examine the DNA of the Acehnese, one might well be astonished. Hasbi Ash-Shiddieqy, for example, was a descendant of the family of Abu Bakar al-Siddiq; and the lineage of the kings of Aceh is strongly suspected to descend from among the most renowned royal houses of the world (Harun, 2004, pp. 21–52). All these historical realities intimate that the ureung Aceh are a people descended from honoured ancestors, and thus able to bequeath intelligence and acuity from one generation to the next. Nevertheless, after their union with Indonesia, and after passing through a protracted period of conflict, they were no longer able to actualise that intelligence and acuity as the earlier generations had done.

As stated above, the shift in Aceh's social structure caused the factor of haba carong to forfeit its former importance. Haba carong became haba bangai, and the ureung carong took on the role of ureung bangai. Thus in the banter of children or of villagers in Aceh, when someone is dissatisfied with another's work, the retort is kah bangai! (you fool!), bangai tat-tat (utterly stupid), aneuk miet bangai (foolish child). The word bangai, in short, surfaces in several registers of Acehnese life. The ureung carong, moreover, no longer play the role they did in the age of the endatu; they have become, rather, those credited with clairvoyance or with magical or mystical power (Bustamam-Ahmad, 2010). When a problem arises in the village, for instance, it is at times resolved by the dukun (shaman) or the ureung carong; and in Indonesia at large, the phrase "clever person" is sometimes associated with the paranormal.

When the ureung carong is consulted today, he is of course a very different figure from the ureung carong of old. He is consulted because reason and logic no longer serve; people thirst for tidings of the unseen, for the messages of nature. In consequence this tradition has, little by little, become a tradition of shirk (idolatry). Because the Acehnese are themselves ureung carong, however, they always plead that the effort to consult a ureung carong is no shirk—even though, before their very eyes, the ureung carong keeps company with what is termed JIS (jinn, iblis, and syaitan). Since the ureung carong came to be monopolised by the paranormal, the term carong ceased to be applied to those who pursue the sciences; they are called instead ureung jak beut (those who go to recite and study) and ureung jak sikula (those who go to school). The ureung jak beut in time became the teungku (Bustamam-Ahmad, 2011), and ultimately the ulama; while those who jak sikula would come to occupy the public sphere, minus the domain of religion. These two groups brought differing philosophies of thought to the casting of haba carong.

For the common people, it is those who jak beut whom they heed; yet in order to make their way in life, they are more drawn to jak sikula. The difference in philosophy, or in modes of thought, bears upon one's whole outlook on life. Those who neither recite nor attend school are regarded as a social malady, known in Acehnese as aneuk hana beut ngon sikula (a child who neither studies the Qur'an nor attends school). The bedrock of forming culture at the local level, therefore, is the process of reciting (beut) and of schooling. The process of beut, should one wish to pursue it in earnest, is transformed into jak meudagang (to go and trade). Though its substance is Qur'anic study, the whole undertaking is known by a term drawn from commerce. The concept of meudagang may perhaps be understood as the process of transferring knowledge from one generation to the next—even though meudagang is, in essence, an economic term meaning to trade. For trade proper, however, the Acehnese tend to use the word hareukat, from the Arabic harakah (movement).

It may be said that, in the tradition of Acehnese society, the concept of the transfer of knowledge is prized above the activity of trade itself; indeed, trade is conducted on the margins of the activity of meudagang. Viewed more deeply, the activity of hareukat is not the enrichment of oneself, but the securing of a sufficiency for life. In the tradition of the endatu, when the rite of hareukat was performed, they would carry the produce of their fields or gardens to the weekly market and there barter it, or buy the necessities of daily life. They rarely hoarded wealth in the form of money. The pattern of amassing wealth is known as baynah, from the Arabic word meaning "proof." The concept affirms that one deemed to have attained hareukat possesses baynah—a quantity of assets ranging from gardens to livestock to a habitable house. Baynah is the fruit of hareukat; yet to obtain the fullest yield, the Acehnese wrap it in the term beureukat (barakah), likewise from the Arabic, meaning "blessed."

The concepts of hareukat and meudagang, then, are among the cultural creations of Acehnese society. Thus the work ethic of accumulating wealth is directed not at becoming rich but at seeking beureukat; and the outlook is that the more of one's wealth is spent or given in alms, the more beureukat increases. In other words, the concept of social donation has become flesh and blood in the tradition of Acehnese society. Here we approach the paradox Mauss (1925/1990) discerned at the heart of the gift: that to give away is to accumulate, since wealth surrendered as alms returns, transfigured, as beureukat—a spiritual credit binding giver, recipient, and the sacred into a single circuit of obligation. Meudagang, by contrast, is regarded as part of the production of knowledge on the path to becoming an alim—from the ulama rangkang or ulama gampong (village ulama) to the ulama chik (senior ulama). The most senior ulama is also charged with distributing knowledge, but still under the concept of beureukat. Thus Acehnese prayer always invokes the beureukat of the ulama chik or of the most charismatic ulama; and the ulama named in the ritual of prayer are bound up with the outlook that whatever one does must be linked to the most learned ulama.

Moreover, those with abundant baynah will of course seek beureukat from the ulama, for the safeguard of their wealth derives not from the sweat of their brow alone but also from the influence of the cosmic spirit therein. In consequence the ulama became a "guardian" not only of those who meudagang but also of those engaged in the process of hareukat. Because this tradition was practised over decades, it is at times no longer understood by the succeeding generation. It is little wonder, then, that the child of one who possessed abundant baynah should not know how to husband wealth as his forebears did; and likewise the child of an alim should at times be unable to become an alim, or to take his father's place, for want of any real grasp of the meaning of the meudagang tradition.

Thus the pursuit of knowledge and of wealth no longer employs the conceptual frame of jak meudagang and jak hareukat. It is unsurprising, therefore, that many wealthy men in Aceh prove unable to produce a generation capable of preserving baynah; and likewise that several generations of eminent ulama prove unable to make their children ulama. As a result, the generation of knowledge-seekers in Aceh grows thinner by the day, especially among those engaged in the dayah. The pattern of seeking wealth by way of hareukat is no longer much favoured, for wealth is now sought by shortcuts; and the baynah once possessed intact has turned into a kind of goods bought on credit.

From this shift there developed not merely a new perception of how knowledge and wealth are to be pursued, but a transformed conception of what their legitimate pursuit consists in. The ureung carong ceased to be reckoned significant except within the compass of religious ritual, while knowledge—knowledge to be sought and excavated—was redirected towards the acquisition of wealth. To seek learning, in other words, became indistinguishable from equipping oneself to seek riches. One who studied, or jak sikula, yet proved unable to convert that schooling into material provision was accordingly judged a failure, for he would secure no steady employment and would thereby become a "burden" upon his family and his kin. Herein lies one explanation for the Acehnese propensity to lodge relatives in every available post: it rests upon the maxim asai ka u dalam ("so long as one is already on the inside"). However undistinguished such appointees may be in point of competence, the governing aim is permanent employment, and every expedient is marshalled towards that end.

The same logic governs the pursuit of baynah, in which shortcuts of every description are contrived to amass a large fortune. Baynah, once won through the discipline of beureukat, no longer animates the activity of hareukat. The inflation of prices by means at odds with Islamic ethics, for instance, now pervades commercial life in present-day Aceh, and the cultivation of contractors and agents has become thoroughly entrenched (Bustamam-Ahmad, 2011b). Concurrently, the conviction that money is the measure of all things has become the new lifeblood of Acehnese society. In the end, the accumulation of baynah by means that both custom and religion would condemn has come to pass for legitimate in Aceh, and the very structure of Acehnese life has shifted in step with this altered conception of how wealth is to be won. The condition is aggravated by the absence of any robust link between the tradition of the endatu and the exigencies of the present. The dayah is increasingly regarded as a refuge for those without prospects—unless they can also jak sikula, or graft onto the dayah the forms of secular schooling, whether the modern pesantren or the "integrated system" of the contemporary Islamic Integrated (IT) schools.

From the foregoing it may be concluded that a profound dislocation has overtaken Acehnese society—one registered not only in patterns of living but in the very paradigm of life. This dislocation, however, is not perceived as a social problem, for the ordinary rotation of communal existence appears to compel people to act precisely as they do. Practices once anomalous, even aberrant, have become commonplace and are no longer held taboo. This transformation has, in turn, deprived the community of its social patron: the Acehnese no longer hold any uniform view of the ureung carong, of haba carong, of hareukat, or of baynah. For the shift arises precisely because the values attending the necessities of daily life are no longer regarded as instruments for preserving the traditional order bequeathed by the endatu.

* * *
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THIS SECTION TURNS to the patterns of seumike—the modes of reasoning—of the Acehnese (Bustamam-Ahmad, 2012b). If the preceding pages have offered a portrait of social life, the further question is how the Acehnese construct the very framework of their thought. It becomes apparent that the outlook described above rests upon three foundations: nature, religion, and the soul. Every schema for maintaining the equilibrium of communal life—from the kawom (clan) to the nanggroe (polity)—begins with how one comports oneself towards nature, towards religion, and towards the soul. This philosophy of the cosmos (alam) operates as a kind of governing check upon conduct. To render intelligible whatever runs counter to nature, the Acehnese invoke the expression hana roh. The term recurs incessantly, yet has never received comprehensive elucidation: the signs of nature are transmitted from one generation to the next and enacted as a matter of course, without inquiry into whether they answer to reason.

Hana roh names the apprehension that to act in a certain way would violate the order of nature; a thing is therefore done in conformity with nature's own disposition. The word roh, if one may hazard a gloss, denotes spirit—an unseen power imperceptible to the eye. Since the concept of puga nanggroe (the founding of the polity) forms part of the endeavour to harmonise the spirit of the human being (the microcosm) with that of nature (the macrocosm), spirit assumes cardinal importance. For the Acehnese hold that every place has its occupant or indweller; and so, to realise the unity of nature and humankind, an offering is made to nature under the sign of the kenduri (khanduri, ritual feast). It is for this reason that Aceh is a land of kenduri beyond all others: every ritual is attended by its feast. The kenduri is, in Geertz's (1973) idiom, a cultural performance in which a cosmology is not merely believed but enacted—at once a model of the Acehnese world and a model for it; and the offering it renders to the unseen indwellers of each place recalls the logic of sacrifice by which Hubert and Mauss (1964) saw communities negotiate the frontier between the profane and the sacred.

This symbol of harmonisation subsequently takes the form of drawing nature into the life of the community. The process of installation then hardens into a kind of cosmic doctrine, whereby the Acehnese make of nature a companion. Every Acehnese activity, accordingly—upon the mountain, the hill, the ricefield, the river, and the sea—is accompanied by a "salutation" to nature, a cast of mind then sealed by the philosophy of hana roh whenever there is any attempt to act against the Acehnese cosmic doctrine. From this vantage it is plain that the profusion of khanduri rituals and the husbandry of nature furnish the very ground of Acehnese communal activity. To act against this order is hana roh—matter out of place, in Mary Douglas's (1966) phrase—so that the cosmic doctrine operates as a classificatory system whose violation reads not as mere error but as pollution. The pattern has, of course, eroded in Aceh, particularly in urban areas, where the khanduri has dwindled into mere ritual, drained of its cosmic dimension. In earlier times a ritual or khanduri was performed by reckoning the phase of the moon or reading the signs of nature—a competence reserved to the elders. Today it is held not in deference to nature but because the calendar affords a holiday; hence in Aceh Saturdays and Sundays commonly remain days of keurija (ritual labour), even where the same people are already at work from Monday to Thursday.

The second foundation is a cast of mind grounded in the soul, which characteristically yields the concepts of hana get (not good) or hana jroh. This mode of thought presupposes that an action is undertaken on the authority of the knowledge of the wise—the "wise men"—who fashioned an order of thought subsequently embodied in the Hadih Maja (the Acehnese maxims). What is engaged here is not the reasoning intellect but the exalted soul of Acehneseness; counsel addressed to the soul tends therefore to be terse and is seldom repeated (Taylor, 1964, 1989). This same disposition informs the ureung tuha (elders) of Aceh, who admonish and reprove chiefly through the philosophy of hana get or hana jroh, the measure being that a transgression offends against the inward dimensions of the human being. At times a prohibition or a counsel defies rational explanation, yet upon reflection it steals into the very heart; for what is engaged is not the intellect but the human soul.

In other words, good and evil are gauged not by rationality but by the disposition of the soul, whence issues a distinctively Acehnese conception of morality. Here virtue is measured not by loftiness of social station but by the nobility of temper and character displayed in daily life; and those endowed with such qualities characteristically become the community's leaders. This outlook is founded upon experience and upon the capacity to situate oneself rightly within the relations of person to person. If the preceding foundation concerned the relation of the human being to nature, this one bears rather upon the relation of human being to human being—the relations of family, of kawom, and of community. One who repeatedly does what is hana get incurs a heavy measure of social sanction. A person who absents himself from the village kenduri, or from the rites of keurija udep and keurija mate (the ceremonies of life and of death), is seldom formally forbidden, but is admonished in a few chosen words. Here, however rational his reasons, Acehnese society inclines to construe the matter through the lens of hana jroh, since such reasons set themselves against the community and against the authority of the ureung tuha; and those who defy or disregard this dimension incur social sanction within the community. What the Acehnese assign to the "soul," Durkheim (1912/1995) would locate in the collective conscience: hana get names less an individual failing than an offence against the moral density of the group itself, whose sanctions—a few chosen words, a cooling of regard—police the very boundary of belonging.

The philosophy of hana get, too, has been transformed. One who cannot attend a social occasion now tends to commute his presence into money; and the force of hana get, whether in urban or rural settings, has begun to wear thin. This is owing, it would seem, to the diminished role and authority of the ureung tuha as the currents of modernisation gather strength. In consequence the philosophy of hana get has dimmed, and has ceased
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