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​Ahmad Suradji, and the Sugarcane Murders 

In 1997, workers on a North Sumatran sugar plantation discovered a partially buried body in the cane rows behind the compound of a respected local healer. It was the beginning of the most disturbing criminal revelation in modern Indonesian history. Ahmad Suradji, known as Dukun AS, revered as Datuk Maringgi, had been systematically murdering women and girls for eleven years, burying forty-two victims in the same field, each body oriented with its head pointing toward his house.

Ahmad Suradji, and the Sugarcane Murders  is a landmark work of narrative nonfiction that goes far beyond the crimes themselves. Drawing on forensic records, trial transcripts, and deep cultural and historical research, Jimmy Rafter reconstructs the full architecture of a killing campaign that was enabled not by one man's evil alone but by the specific failures of a society: the colonial plantation economy that shaped the landscape, the New Order state's indifference to its most vulnerable citizens, the cultural authority of the dukun institution, and the social mechanisms of shame and silence that kept forty-two disappearances invisible for more than a decade.

Rigorous, humane, and deeply unsettling, the Sugarcane Murders insists above all on the humanity of the dead, on the students, wives, children, and workers who came seeking help, and whose lives extended far beyond the moment they ended in the sugarcane.
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​Chapter 1: The Sugarcane and the Dead
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The sugarcane fields of Desa Sei Semayang do not invite contemplation. They are working land, not landscape, long, flat rows of Saccharum officinarum planted and harvested on the industrial logic of the plantation economy, their green walls rising several metres high through the growing season and then collapsing into stripped brown stalks after the cut. The fields belong to PTP Nusantara II, a state-owned agribusiness company whose estates cover tens of thousands of hectares across the lowlands of Deli Serdang regency in North Sumatra, and they exist for one purpose only: the production of raw sugar at the lowest possible cost. There is nothing picturesque about them. There is nothing in the geometry of their rows or the chemistry of their soil that would detain a passing observer. They are, to anyone driving along the roads that border them, simply there, the unremarkable agricultural backdrop to a province that has been shaped by plantation agriculture since the middle of the nineteenth century, when Dutch colonial capital arrived in the Deli lowlands and began converting the land into a machine for the extraction of profit.

It was in these fields, in the final days of April 1997, that the machine revealed what it had been hiding.

On 27 April 1997, a local resident walking near the edge of one of PTP Nusantara II's sugarcane blocks made a discovery that would, within a matter of days, become the most disturbing criminal revelation in modern Indonesian history. Partially exposed at the surface of the soil, where recent disturbance or the action of rain and root growth had unsettled the earth, was the decomposing body of a young woman. She was naked. She had been dead for several days. The position of the body suggested that she had been buried deliberately and at some depth, and that whatever had covered her had begun, through the slow processes of tropical decomposition and soil disturbance, to give her back to the surface. Her face was not visible. Her identity was not immediately apparent. But within twenty-four hours, as word spread through Sei Semayang and the surrounding settlements of the discovery, a fifteen-year-old rickshaw driver named Andreas would come forward with information that would change everything.

The body was identified as Sri Kemala Dewi, a twenty-one-year-old local resident who had been reported missing three days earlier. Andreas had transported her, on the morning of 24 April, to a compound not far from the sugarcane fields. She had given him specific instructions: he was not to tell anyone where he had taken her. She would not need a return trip. He had dropped her at the gate and left, carrying her secret as she had requested. He had not expected to carry it for long.

The compound belonged to a man the community knew as Ahmad Suradji. He was also known, in the intimate shorthand of local reputation, as Dukun AS. He was known as Datuk Maringgi. He was known, in other registers and other histories, as Nasib Klewang, a name from a life he had tried to leave behind. He was a healer, a sorcerer, a man of the spirit world. He had lived in Sei Semayang for years. He had three wives and nine children. He had served the community's anxieties with the tools of his trade, love spells and prosperity rituals, beauty enhancements and protective magic, and he was respected, if not universally loved, in the way that powerful and slightly dangerous men are respected in communities that have learned to be careful around them. He was forty-eight years old, and he had been killing women and burying them in the sugarcane field behind his house for eleven years.

By the time the police arrived at Suradji's compound on 30 April 1997 and placed him under arrest, the number of confirmed victims had not yet been established. It would take weeks of forensic excavation, as teams worked through the rows of sugarcane in the tropical heat, to determine the full scale of what had been buried there. When the final count was reached, it stood at forty-two. Forty-two female victims, ranging in age from eleven to thirty, their remains in varying states of decomposition and skeletal disintegration, all of them buried in the rich, acidic agricultural soil of the PTP Nusantara II estate, all of them oriented, in every case, without exception, with their heads pointing toward Ahmad Suradji's house.

This book is about those forty-two women, and about the man who killed them, and about the society that made both possible.

​The Flatlands of Deli Serdang

To understand what happened in the sugarcane fields of Sei Semayang, it is necessary first to understand the place itself, not merely its geography, but the accumulated history that gave that geography its specific social meaning. North Sumatra is one of the most ethnically, linguistically, and religiously diverse provinces in Indonesia, a nation that is itself among the most diverse on earth. Its population of approximately fourteen million people in the late 1990s included the Batak peoples of the highland interior, Toba Batak, Karo Batak, Mandailing Batak, each with their own distinct language, adat (customary law), and religious tradition, alongside the Malay communities of the coastal lowlands, substantial populations of Javanese migrants brought in as plantation labour across the twentieth century, and significant Chinese, Indian Tamil, and other communities concentrated in the commercial arteries of the provincial capital, Medan.

This complexity is not accidental. It is the direct product of colonial economic policy. When Dutch entrepreneurs began developing the Deli lowlands as a plantation zone in the 1860s, they encountered a thinly settled landscape of Malay sultanates and Karo Batak agricultural communities. The tobacco boom of the 1870s and 1880s, followed by the expansion of rubber, palm oil, and sugar production in the early twentieth century, transformed this landscape with extraordinary speed and violence. Land was alienated from indigenous communities under colonial concession agreements that bore little resemblance to genuine consent. Labour was imported, first from China, then from Java, under indenture contracts that colonial critics and later historians have characterised as barely distinguishable from slavery. The Deli lowlands became, in the space of two generations, one of the most productive and most brutally exploited agricultural zones in the colonial world.

The specific estate where Ahmad Suradji's victims would be buried, the lands of what became PTP Nusantara II, sits within this colonial inheritance. The state plantation company that owns the land today is itself the successor institution to the colonial enterprises nationalised after Indonesian independence in 1945, and its operations continue to be organised according to the same basic logic that governed the original plantations: maximise output from the land, minimise the cost of labour, maintain the physical infrastructure that keeps the machines running. The workers who tend the sugarcane of Desa Sei Semayang in the 1990s live in settlement clusters on the estate's margins, in housing provided by the company, in a relationship of dependence on the plantation that echoes, across a century, the structure of the original colonial contract.

It is in this landscape of inherited dependency and social margin that Ahmad Suradji established his household and his practice. His compound in Sei Semayang was not isolated in the sense of being remote from human settlement, it sat within a recognisable community, within earshot of neighbours, within easy reach of Medan's expanding urban periphery. But it was located at the edge of things: at the edge of the settlement, adjacent to the plantation, backing onto the long green rows of cane that provided both the concealment for his killings and the soil for his burials. The geography of his crimes was not incidental. He had chosen, or found, or drifted into, a position on the social and physical margin that served his purposes with terrible efficiency.

​The Women Who Disappeared

The forty-two women and girls buried in the Sei Semayang sugarcane fields did not disappear from the same community. They came from different settlements across the Deli Serdang region and beyond, different social classes, different family structures, different degrees of visibility and social connection. The youngest was eleven years old. The oldest was thirty. Their ages span what might be described as the full arc of female social vulnerability in late-twentieth-century Indonesia: the girl approaching puberty, the young woman navigating the pressures of marriage and economic competition, the adult woman managing the anxieties of established domestic life.

Their reasons for coming to Ahmad Suradji were as various as their lives. Some came seeking pengasihan, love spells, designed to attract or hold the affection of a specific man. Some came for penglaris, prosperity rituals intended to improve business outcomes or financial standing. Some came for beauty enhancements, treatments that Suradji claimed could improve a woman's physical appearance through supernatural means. Some came because they feared infidelity or desertion and wanted magical protection against it. Some came because they had heard, through the invisible network of community word-of-mouth that sustains all dukun practices, that Suradji was effective, that women who had visited him had received what they came for, that his powers were real.

They were right, in a specific and terrible sense, that his powers were real. He was effective. He had an extraordinary ability to project authority, to communicate the conviction that he possessed access to forces beyond ordinary human perception, to make the women who sat across from him in his consultation space feel that they had come to the right place and that their problems could be solved. This was not merely deception in the ordinary sense, the cold calculation of a predator selecting a mask. It was a performance grounded in a genuine cultural framework, one that his clientele understood and took seriously, and it was this groundedness in authentic belief that made it so effective and so lethal.

What their families knew, in most cases, was that they had gone somewhere and not returned. The specific destination was often concealed, because visiting a dukun, especially a dukun who dealt in matters of the heart or commerce rather than straightforward healing, carried a social stigma that made clients unwilling to advertise their consultations. To tell your family that you were going to see a sorcerer about a love spell was to invite judgment about your desperation, your credulity, your private life. And so women went to Suradji as Sri Kemala Dewi went to Suradji: quietly, by arrangement, without leaving a clear trail. When they did not return, their families faced the double burden of grief and shame. To report a missing woman who had vanished on the way to a dukun was to tell the police everything that you had wished to conceal.

This dynamic, the shame that silenced the bereaved, the cultural logic that made the concealment of the consultation feel necessary, was not a failure of individual judgment. It was a structural feature of the social landscape in which these women lived and died. And it was one of the mechanisms, among several, that allowed Ahmad Suradji to kill for eleven years without attracting a sustained police response.

​What an Eleven-Year Campaign Requires

The question that any serious account of the Suradji case must grapple with, the question that sits at the centre of this book, is not simply who he was or what he did, but how. How does a man kill forty-two women over eleven years in a settled community, in a house shared with three wives and nine children, in fields that are worked and maintained by plantation labourers who come and go with the seasons, without being detected, reported, or stopped?

The answer is not simple, and it is not flattering to any of the institutions or communities involved. It requires attention to several intersecting systems of failure and enablement, none of which is sufficient on its own and all of which were necessary together.

The first is the structure of policing in rural North Sumatra in the 1980s and 1990s. The Indonesian National Police (Polri) under the Suharto New Order regime was not organised primarily around the protection of ordinary citizens from ordinary crime. It was organised, above all, around the maintenance of political order and the suppression of threats to the regime. Community policing in the rural areas of North Sumatra was chronically under-resourced, poorly trained in investigative technique, and oriented toward the management of visible, disruptive disorder rather than the patient assembly of evidence about the invisible disappearance of marginal women. Missing persons cases were not prioritised. Cold cases did not exist as a category. The institutional machinery that would, in a different system, have connected the disappearance of one young woman in 1988 to the disappearance of another in 1991 to the disappearance of another in 1994, and from those connections drawn an inference about a common cause, was simply absent.

The second system of failure was the social one. The communities from which Suradji drew his victims were characterised by precisely the social fragmentation that makes sustained criminal activity most difficult to detect and most easy to sustain. They were communities shaped by the plantation economy's logic of mobile, replaceable labour, by the rapid demographic changes of New Order urbanisation, by the ethnic and religious complexity of North Sumatra's population mosaic. The informal social networks that, in more settled and cohesive communities, might have noticed the pattern of missing women, the accumulation of absences, the common denominator of a visit to the same compound, were attenuated or absent. People moved. People minded their own business. People had learned, in the political climate of the New Order, that asking too many questions about the wrong things was dangerous.

The third system was cultural, and it is the one that most directly implicates the institution of the dukun. The authority of a practitioner like Suradji rested not only on his personal reputation but on the broader legitimacy of the spiritual tradition he claimed to represent. To accuse a dukun of criminal activity was not merely to accuse an individual. It was to challenge a set of beliefs and practices that were woven into the fabric of daily life across North Sumatra and beyond. It was to risk supernatural retaliation, because in the cosmological framework that gave dukun their power, a practitioner who was angered or threatened could cause serious harm to those who crossed them. The fear of a dukun's displeasure was not irrational within the terms of the belief system that sustained it. It was an entirely coherent response to a real perceived threat.

None of these three systems of failure operated in isolation. They reinforced one another, creating a mutually sustaining architecture of silence around Suradji's activities. The police did not investigate because the cases were not reported. The cases were not reported because families were ashamed and afraid. The families were ashamed and afraid because the cultural logic of dukun consultation prescribed secrecy and the cultural logic of dukun authority prescribed deference. The police, operating within the same cultural landscape, were not immune to the same prescriptions. And so the fields of Sei Semayang accumulated their dead, season after season, under the green canopy of the sugarcane.

​The Logic of the Ritual

When Ahmad Suradji finally confessed to the murders, before later retracting those confessions at trial, he offered an account of his motivations that is, from a Western criminological perspective, deeply strange, and that is, from the perspective of the cultural context in which he operated, not entirely incoherent. He claimed that in 1986, the ghost of his deceased father had appeared to him in a dream and issued a command. The command was specific: he was to accumulate sakti, supernatural power, the animating force that, in Javanese and Sumatran mystical traditions, underlies all effective spiritual practice, by consuming the saliva of seventy-two young women who had died. The consumption of this saliva, his father's spirit had explained, would make him an elite mystic healer, a practitioner of extraordinary and unrivalled power.

The obvious problem with this plan, as Suradji framed it in his confession, was logistical. Waiting for seventy-two young women to die of natural causes, and then obtaining their saliva at the moment of death, was a process that might take decades, and there was no guarantee that he would survive long enough to complete it. His solution to this problem was, in his own account, straightforwardly pragmatic: he would manufacture his supply. He would kill the women himself, extract their saliva at the moment of death, and thereby satisfy the spiritual requirement on a timeline of his own choosing.

The coldness of this logic, the reduction of forty-two human lives to a supply-chain problem, is one of the most disturbing aspects of the case, and it is worth dwelling on it. Suradji did not, on any available evidence, experience the killing of his victims as emotionally charged, as pleasurable in any conventionally sadistic sense, or as the expression of rage or hatred toward the individual women he murdered. The forensic and confessional record suggests something far more unsettling: a man who killed with the detached efficiency of someone completing a necessary task. The ritual was not an expression of feeling. It was a procedure. Each murder followed the same sequence: the consultation, the journey to the field, the pit, the strangulation, the saliva, the stripping, the burial, the orientation of the head. Each step was necessary. Each step was completed. The task was then set aside until the next one was required.

This quality of procedural cold-bloodedness, what criminologists sometimes call organised, mission-oriented serial homicide, places Suradji in a specific and recognisable category of extreme offenders. But it also does something more interesting, and more disturbing, than a simple diagnostic label can capture. It reveals the degree to which his violence was embedded in, and parasitic upon, a genuine system of belief. The ritual was not invented from nothing. The concept of sakti as something that could be accumulated through proximity to death, the idea that a practitioner's power was enhanced by specific interactions with the dead and dying, the orientation of the dead toward the house of the living as a means of channelling spiritual energy, these were not Suradji's inventions. They were distortions, perversions, weaponised applications of cultural materials that had entirely legitimate uses within the tradition from which he drew them.

This is the sense in which his crimes were not aberrations. They were an extreme and lethal application of a logic that the surrounding culture, in attenuated, benign, socially sanctioned forms, recognised and in many respects endorsed. The dukun was supposed to draw power from the spirit world. The spirit world was supposed to be accessed through specific rituals and physical actions. The bodies of the dead were supposed to carry spiritual significance. Suradji took these premises and followed them, through a catastrophic distortion of their normal application, to their murderous conclusion.

​What This Book Argues

This account of Ahmad Suradji and the murders of Sei Semayang is not primarily interested in the question of whether Suradji was evil, a category that explains nothing and illuminates even less, or in the forensic catalogue of his crimes, which, however necessary to establish, is not in itself sufficient to constitute understanding. It is interested in the specific, identifiable conditions that produced both the crimes and the eleven years of silence that surrounded them. It is interested in the social world that Suradji inhabited and exploited, the belief system he weaponised, the institutional failures that enabled him, and the lives of the women he destroyed.

These interests are not, it should be said, sentimental ones. The assertion that the victims deserve individualisation and humanisation is not a rhetorical gesture but a methodological commitment. The study of serial homicide has a long and unfortunate history of concentrating its analytical energies on the killer and treating the victims as a supporting cast, as data points, as body counts, as evidence of the killer's technique. This tendency is not confined to popular true crime narratives; it infects serious criminological scholarship as well. It produces, in addition to its moral failure, an analytical failure: if you do not understand who the victims were and why they were vulnerable, you cannot understand the crime.

The forty-two women and girls buried in the Sei Semayang sugarcane fields were not interchangeable. They had names, families, histories, reasons for being where they were on the days they died. Some of those names are known. Some of those histories can be partially reconstructed. And even where individual biography is unrecoverable, the social conditions that produced their vulnerability can be described with considerable precision. This book will attempt both: to recover individual lives where the record permits, and to describe the structural conditions that placed those lives in harm's way.

It will also argue, and this is the book's most uncomfortable contention, that those structural conditions have not been simply eliminated by the passage of time or the execution of one man. The institutional failures in rural policing that allowed Suradji to operate for eleven years were not resolved by his arrest and conviction. The cultural mechanisms that discouraged victims' families from reporting disappearances did not disappear because a notorious dukun was put to death by a Brimob firing squad in July 2008. The social conditions of female vulnerability in rural North Sumatra, the economic precarity, the cultural pressures of the marriage market, the absence of adequate social safety nets, persist, in modified but recognisable forms, to the present day. Suradji is dead. The conditions that made him possible are not.

​The Body and the Field

On the morning of 27 April 1997, before the full weight of what lay beneath the sugarcane had been established, before the forensic teams had arrived, before the families of the missing had begun to gather at the field's edge, there was simply a body. A young woman, twenty-one years old, returned to the surface after three days underground. The tropical April heat had already begun its work. The field around her was as it always was: the same rows, the same green walls, the same flat Sumatran sky pressing down on the Deli lowlands.

The sugarcane grew in rows approximately one metre apart, its root mass extending through the upper soil to depths that disturbed the loose earth of a recent burial. The field was not actively being worked that week, the cutting season had its own rhythm, and the section where Dewi's body lay was in the growing phase, the cane already high enough to provide substantial cover for anyone moving between the rows. A person familiar with the field's layout, who knew which sections were worked on which days and where the eyes of the plantation labourers did not regularly fall, could move through it with a degree of privacy that the field's apparent openness would not suggest to a casual observer.

Ahmad Suradji was very familiar with the field's layout. He had been using it for eleven years.

The police who arrived in Sei Semayang in the last days of April 1997 had no reason, in the first hours of their investigation, to suspect that they were entering a scene that would require weeks of excavation and produce forty-two sets of human remains. They had a body. They had a missing woman. They had a rickshaw driver who knew where she had last been seen. The investigation that followed, the search of Suradji's compound, the discovery of Sri Kemala Dewi's personal effects, the confession, the beginning of the dig, unfolded with a speed that suggests the physical evidence was, once the investigators were looking in the right place, almost immediately and overwhelmingly clear.

What was less clear, and what would take years of legal argument, community reckoning, and ongoing scholarly attention to begin to address, was the deeper question: how had this happened, and what did its happening reveal about the world in which it occurred? The body in the field was not a mystery in the detective-story sense, the question of who had placed it there was answered within days. The mystery was of a different and more demanding kind: the mystery of a society that had failed, at every structural level, to protect the women it was killing.

The forensic team would begin its work within the week. The shovels would go into the soil at the edge of the sugarcane. The first of what would prove to be an almost unimaginable sequence of discoveries would be made, and the field would give up, reluctantly and partially, the evidence of a decade of murder. But before any of that can be properly understood, it is necessary to understand the world that produced Ahmad Suradji and the world that produced his victims, the deep history of North Sumatra's plantation landscape, the complex sociology of Indonesian spiritual practice, and the specific conditions of life and death in the Deli Serdang lowlands at the end of the twentieth century.

The sugarcane does not remember what was buried in it. The soil is neutral, agricultural, indifferent to the uses to which it has been put. But the history that shaped that soil, the colonial economy that created the fields, the social structures that determined who could disappear into them without consequence, the belief systems that gave a killer his cover and his method, that history is recoverable. It is the task of this book to recover it.
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​Chapter 2: The Province of Ghosts, North Sumatra and Its Worlds
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There is a quality to the light in the Deli lowlands that travellers have remarked upon for more than a century and a half, a quality that has nothing to do with beauty and everything to do with weight. The equatorial sun arrives without the amelioration of altitude or latitude, pressing down on the flat coastal plain with an intensity that makes the air itself feel solid, something to be waded through rather than breathed. The humidity that rises from the rivers draining out of the Barisan mountain range to the west, the Deli, the Babura, the Belawan, the Percut, combines with the heat to produce an atmosphere of perpetual, enveloping dampness, a climate in which organic matter grows with extraordinary speed and decays with equal enthusiasm, in which the boundary between the living and the rotting is compressed into days rather than seasons. It is a landscape that rewards the cultivation of things that grow fast and yield heavily, and it is a landscape that has been punishing to human bodies for as long as human bodies have inhabited it.

This was the landscape that Dutch entrepreneurs found when they began arriving in the Deli district in the 1860s, and it was the landscape that they proceeded to transform, over the following seven decades, into one of the most productive and most ruthlessly exploited plantation zones in the colonial world. The transformation was total, not merely agricultural but social, demographic, cultural, and spiritual. The North Sumatra that Ahmad Suradji inhabited in the 1980s and 1990s was, in almost every significant respect, a creation of the colonial plantation economy and its turbulent aftermath. To understand the social geography of his crimes, it is necessary to begin with the world that existed before his birth and to trace, through the accumulated layers of conquest, extraction, migration, and rupture, the specific conditions that the late twentieth century had produced.

​Before the Planters, The World the Dutch Found

The Deli lowlands in the middle of the nineteenth century were not empty, but they were lightly settled. The indigenous population of the coastal plain and its river valleys was primarily Malay in language and culture, organised under a series of petty sultanates whose authority was real but limited in territorial extent and administrative capacity. The most significant of these was the Sultanate of Deli, whose rulers had maintained a degree of political continuity through the turbulent periods of Acehnese overlordship and Dutch colonial expansion that had reshaped much of the Sumatran littoral during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The Deli sultans were Muslim, as the Malay coastal populations had been since Islam's gradual penetration of the Sumatran coasts from the thirteenth century onward, and their court culture reflected the syncretic blend of Islamic observance, pre-Islamic animist tradition, and Hindu-Buddhist cosmological inheritance that characterised Malay aristocratic life across maritime Southeast Asia.

Beyond the coastal lowlands, the terrain rose quickly into the foothills and highlands of the Karo Batak country, where a very different set of societies existed. The Batak peoples, a loose designation covering several linguistically related but culturally distinct groups including the Toba, Karo, Simalungun, Pak-Pak, Angkola, and Mandailing, inhabited the highland interior of North Sumatra in an agricultural economy based on wet rice cultivation, supplemented by trade with the coastal lowlands along the river valleys. The Batak were, in the mid-nineteenth century, largely outside the reach of both Islam and Christianity, maintaining the complex animist traditions that scholars would later categorise under the term adat, the body of customary law, ritual practice, and cosmological belief that governed Batak social organisation in every dimension from marriage rules and land tenure to the propitiation of ancestral spirits.

The Batak relationship to the spirit world was not a marginal or supplementary aspect of their culture. It was its foundation. The universe as Batak tradition conceived it was populated by a vast array of spiritual beings, the spirits of ancestors, nature spirits inhabiting specific trees and rivers and mountains, malevolent forces that could afflict the living with illness or misfortune, and a complex hierarchy of divine forces at whose apex stood the creator deity Mulajadi na Bolon. Mediating between the human world and this spiritual universe were specialist practitioners, the datu among the Toba Batak, the guru sibaso among the Karo, whose knowledge of ritual procedure, herbal medicine, and spiritual negotiation made them indispensable to their communities. The parallels between these highland practitioners and the dukun of the Javanese and Malay coastal traditions were not coincidental; they reflected a shared Southeast Asian cultural substrate in which the boundaries between the human and spirit worlds were understood as permeable, negotiable, and in need of constant expert management.

It was into this world, already complex, already layered with centuries of cultural contact and religious influence, that the Dutch plantation economy arrived, and the violence of that arrival cannot be overstated.

​The Tobacco Boom and the Architecture of Exploitation

The history of modern North Sumatra as a plantation zone begins with a single name: Jacobus Nienhuys. A Dutch entrepreneur from a trading family, Nienhuys arrived in Deli in 1863 with a relatively modest ambition: to determine whether the lowland soils were suitable for tobacco cultivation. The soils were, it turned out, extraordinarily suitable. The combination of volcanic loam washed down from the Barisan highlands, the equatorial climate, and the specific pattern of rainfall produced a leaf of exceptional quality, lighter, more aromatic, and more suitable for cigar wrappers than the competing products of Cuba or the Dutch East Indies' existing plantation zones. By 1869, Nienhuys had established the first of what would become an immense network of tobacco estates, and the Deli Tobacco Company he co-founded became, in the 1870s and 1880s, one of the most profitable enterprises in the entire colonial world.

The profits of Deli tobacco were real, and they were enormous, and they were built entirely on the coerced labour of men who had been brought from China, and later from Java, under contracts that bore no resemblance to any relationship between free parties. The coolie ordinance system, the kuliedienst, that governed labour relations on the Deli estates from 1880 onwards gave planters virtually unlimited legal authority over their workers. A coolie who absconded from a contract, refused to work, or committed what the planter defined as a disciplinary infraction was subject to criminal prosecution and physical punishment under a law specifically designed to remove the ordinary protections of colonial civil law from plantation workers. The system was, by any honest assessment, a form of legalised servitude, and it produced conditions of extraordinary brutality on the Deli estates throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The violence was not incidental to the system; it was constitutive of it. The coolie ordinance depended on the planter's ability to enforce compliance through the threat and application of physical punishment, and the records of the colonial period document with depressing regularity the flogging, imprisonment, and occasional killing of workers who failed to meet production targets or defied planter authority. The colonial administration in Batavia was intermittently aware of the worst abuses and intermittently willing to investigate them, but the investigation that mattered most, conducted by the journalist and reformer Jan van den Brand in 1902, whose report Millioenen uit Deli exposed conditions on the estates to a Dutch metropolitan public that had preferred not to know, produced a political scandal rather than a systemic reform. The coolie ordinance was eventually abolished in 1931, but by that point the plantation economy had operated under its terms for five decades, and the social landscape it had created was already indelible.

What the tobacco boom created, in social and demographic terms, was a labour force of Javanese and Chinese migrants superimposed on an indigenous Malay and Batak population that had been progressively marginalised from its own land. The land alienation was systematic and largely legal under colonial law, which treated the sultan's authority over lowland territory as a source of valid concession rights regardless of the pre-existing claims of the farming communities actually occupying and cultivating the land. Batak communities that had maintained agricultural settlements in the lowland transition zone found themselves enclosed within estate boundaries, their land now belonging to European companies under long-term concession agreements, their options reduced to estate labour, migration to new highland settlements, or a dependent existence on the edges of the plantation zone.

This dispossession had consequences that extended far beyond the material. The loss of land was not merely an economic injury; it was an assault on the social and cosmological order within which Batak and Malay communities understood their relationship to the natural world. Land in Batak tradition was not merely a productive resource. It was a spiritual one, a place inhabited by specific ancestor spirits whose continued benevolence required cultivation, ritual attention, and the physical presence of their descendants. To be removed from ancestral land was not simply to lose a farm. It was to be severed from the specific spiritual geography that gave community life its meaning and its continuity.

​Races, Religions, and the Making of a Mosaic

The plantation economy created North Sumatra's extraordinary ethnic complexity as a direct byproduct of its labour requirements. By the early twentieth century, the lowland province that had, in 1860, been home primarily to Malay and Batak populations had become one of the most ethnically diverse regions in island Southeast Asia. The Chinese community, initially concentrated in the labour-intensive tasks of tobacco processing and transport, later shifting into commerce, small-scale manufacturing, and urban trade, had established a substantial presence in Medan and the secondary towns of the lowlands. The Javanese community, brought as indentured coolie labour from the beginning of the tobacco boom but remaining in much larger numbers than the planters had anticipated or intended, had settled across the plantation zone in the kampung attached to the estates, creating a Javanese-speaking agricultural proletariat that would, over the course of the twentieth century, become one of the most numerically significant communities in the province.

The religious geography of this mosaic was equally complex. The Malay communities of the coast were Muslim, and had been so for several centuries. The Mandailing and Angkola Batak of the southern highlands had converted to Islam, largely through trade and cultural contact with the Minangkabau of West Sumatra, by the nineteenth century. The Toba, Karo, Simalungun, and Pak-Pak Batak of the central and northern highlands had, through their encounter with Protestant missionary activity from the 1860s onwards, converted to Christianity, the Rhenish Mission (and later the Batak Protestant Christian Church, the HKBP) achieving a degree of mass conversion that was remarkable by any standard and that transformed Batak cultural and intellectual life in ways that continue to reverberate today. The Javanese migrants brought their own religious traditions, a Javanese Islam profoundly inflected with the pre-Islamic mystical heritage of Javanese culture, the abangan tradition that gave primacy to spiritual practice over orthodox observance and that was, in the lowlands of North Sumatra, far from the centres of Islamic reform and scholarship, largely unchallenged by modernist currents. The Chinese community was divided among Buddhist, Taoist, Confucian, and Christian affiliations, with a syncretic Chinese popular religion occupying the practical devotional lives of most families regardless of their formal religious identity.

This spiritual complexity was not merely a descriptive feature of North Sumatra's demography. It was a living, contested, dynamic landscape in which different traditions interacted, competed, borrowed from one another, and produced new hybrid forms that none of the parent traditions had anticipated or sanctioned. The Javanese plantation worker who arrived in Deli in 1910 with a set of spiritual practices rooted in the mystical traditions of Central Java did not simply maintain those practices unchanged in a new environment. He encountered Batak spirit beliefs, Malay Islamic practice, Chinese ritual calendars, and the disrupted cosmological landscape of a community that had been violently uprooted from its ancestral geography. Out of these encounters, over the course of decades, new forms of spiritual practice emerged, syncretic, adaptive, and sometimes radically different from anything that had existed in the places of origin.

It was within this syncretic spiritual landscape that the institution of the dukun, imported from Java, adapted to Sumatran conditions, inflected by contact with Batak, Malay, and Chinese traditions, found its specific North Sumatran form. The dukun who operated in the settlements around Medan in the latter decades of the twentieth century was not a Javanese practitioner transplanted unchanged to a new location. He was a product of the specific cultural mixing that the plantation economy had produced, drawing on a repertoire of techniques and cosmological claims that were recognisably related to, but not identical with, their Javanese originals. Ahmad Suradji was one such practitioner, and to understand his specific authority and his specific methods, it is necessary to understand the tradition he both represented and distorted.

​Independence, Violence, and the Making of the New Order

The history of North Sumatra between Indonesian independence in 1945 and the consolidation of Suharto's New Order regime in the late 1960s was one of extraordinary and sustained violence, much of it poorly understood and largely unacknowledged in the national historical memory. The period of the independence struggle, the parliamentary democracy of the early 1950s, the regional rebellions of the late 1950s including the Permesta and PRRI uprisings in Sumatra, and above all the mass killings of 1965 and 1966 that accompanied Suharto's seizure of power, all of these episodes left their marks on the social landscape of the province in ways that shaped the world Ahmad Suradji would inhabit.

The killings of 1965 and 1966 deserve particular attention because their effects in North Sumatra were both intense and long-lasting. Following the coup attempt of 30 September 1965 and the subsequent destruction of the Indonesian Communist Party (PKI), the army-organised mass killing of suspected PKI members and sympathisers that swept across Java and Bali also reached North Sumatra, where the PKI had been particularly strong among the plantation workers of the estate sector. The labour unions affiliated with the PKI had been a significant force in the political life of the Deli Serdang estates, and when the killing began, estate workers were among those most systematically targeted. The scale of the killing in North Sumatra has never been precisely established, the deliberate destruction of records and the active suppression of survivor testimony under the New Order made systematic accounting impossible, but estimates suggest that tens of thousands of people were killed in the province between late 1965 and mid-1966, with many more imprisoned, tortured, or expelled from their employment and homes.

The effects of this violence on the communities of the Deli lowlands, including the communities from which Suradji's victims would eventually be drawn, were profound and lasting. The destruction of the plantation labour unions removed the most significant organised vehicle for collective worker action in the estate sector, leaving workers in a condition of individual vulnerability to employer and state authority that would persist through the entire New Order period. The criminalisation of PKI affiliation, which was extended by New Order law to cover not only membership but any association with members, created a climate of political terror in which the expression of any grievance that could be characterised as politically motivated was genuinely dangerous. The habit of keeping one's head down, of not attracting official attention, of conducting one's affairs with a studied inconspicuousness, this habit was not a cultural peculiarity of the Deli lowlands. It was a rational survival strategy developed in response to a specific history of lethal state violence.

This political atmosphere shaped the response to the disappearances of women in the Sei Semayang area through the 1980s and early 1990s in ways that are not immediately obvious but that become clear on examination. A community that had learned through bitter experience that drawing official attention to local problems could have catastrophic consequences for those who raised the alarm was not well equipped to report a pattern of missing women to a police force that was, in any case, an instrument of the same New Order state that had organised the killings of 1965. The calculation that silence was safer than complaint was not paranoia. It was institutional memory.

​The New Order and the Plantation Economy

The Suharto New Order regime that consolidated its authority over Indonesia between 1966 and its final crisis in 1998 transformed the country's economy with extraordinary speed and, for a substantial part of the period, with genuine success by the metrics of aggregate growth. The poverty rate fell dramatically. Infrastructure expanded. The plantation sector of North Sumatra, reorganised under state ownership through companies like PTP Nusantara II, continued to produce rubber, palm oil, and sugar for export markets, and the estate workers of the Deli lowlands experienced, in the 1970s and 1980s, a modest improvement in material conditions relative to the nadir of the late 1960s.

But the growth of the New Order economy also produced, in North Sumatra as elsewhere, a set of social dislocations that created new forms of vulnerability alongside the older ones. Rapid urbanisation drew young people from the plantation settlements and the highland Batak communities toward Medan and the secondary towns of the lowlands, where the formal economy could absorb only a fraction of the available labour. The informal economy, petty trade, domestic service, becak driving, sex work, day labour of various kinds, became the primary source of income for a substantial portion of the urban poor. The social safety nets that would in theory have cushioned this transition, family networks, community organisations, state social welfare programmes, were inadequate to the scale of the movement and the pace of change.

It was in this context of rapid change and inadequate support that the demand for dukun services in the urban and peri-urban settlements of the Deli lowlands intensified. The women who came to Ahmad Suradji in the 1980s and 1990s were not, for the most part, women from the isolated rural communities of an earlier era who had never encountered any alternative to traditional spiritual practice. They were women living in the rapidly changing social landscape of New Order North Sumatra, women dealing with the specific pressures of life in that landscape, the anxieties of the marriage market in a context of social mobility and disruption, the insecurities of employment in an economy that was growing unevenly and distributing its benefits unequally, the emotional tensions of relationships under stress. That they turned to a dukun to address these pressures was not a sign of their backwardness or their ignorance. It was a sign that the available alternatives, state social services, formal counselling, community support networks, were absent or inadequate, and that the dukun, whatever else he was, was present, accessible, and operating within a cultural framework that made sense.

​Medan and Its Margins

The provincial capital of North Sumatra, Medan, is the third-largest city in Indonesia, a sprawling, chaotic, intensely energetic metropolis whose character was formed almost entirely by the plantation economy and its urban catchment. It is not a city with a long history of urban settlement in the sense that Javanese cities like Yogyakarta or Solo have such a history, it did not exist, in any meaningful urban sense, before the tobacco boom, and its entire urban form is a product of colonial-era planning decisions made in the interests of the plantation economy and its European beneficiaries. Its central district bears the marks of Dutch colonial urbanism, broad avenues, a residency building, a series of plantation company headquarters, but it is surrounded and now overwhelmed by the organic growth of a city that has expanded far beyond its original plan in every direction, absorbing the surrounding agricultural land and plantation settlements into an expanding metropolitan region that had, by the 1990s, a population of well over a million.

Desa Sei Semayang, the settlement where Ahmad Suradji had his compound, sits within this metropolitan region, not in Medan itself but in the extended peri-urban fringe of Deli Serdang regency, the administrative district that surrounds the provincial capital on three sides. It is the kind of settlement that exists on the edge of all large tropical cities: a place that is neither fully urban nor fully rural, that lacks the density and amenity of the city centre while sharing none of the social cohesion of the more established rural communities further from the metropolitan core. Its residents are a mixed population of plantation workers from the adjacent PTP Nusantara II estates, Javanese migrant families who settled in the area during the plantation expansion of earlier decades, Batak communities from the nearby highlands, and a floating population of newer arrivals drawn to the metropolitan periphery by the possibility of employment in the city.

This is the specific social geography of Ahmad Suradji's killing ground: not a remote rural community insulated from urban influences by distance and tradition, but a peri-urban settlement caught between two worlds, close enough to Medan to draw clients from across the metropolitan region, far enough from the centre to be beyond the effective reach of whatever urban social services and policing capacity the provincial capital could offer, and embedded in a landscape of plantation agriculture whose human geography had been shaped, over more than a century, by the specific dynamics of colonial and post-colonial extraction.

​The Spiritual Geography of a Plural Province

What all of this history produced, in the domain of spiritual belief and practice, was a landscape of extraordinary richness and extraordinary instability. North Sumatra in the 1980s and 1990s was a province in which a Toba Batak Protestant Christian theology, shaped by a century of engagement with German Reformed mission theology and inflected by the persistence of pre-Christian adat belief, coexisted with a Javanese syncretic Islam whose practical devotional life included the regular consultation of dukun, the maintenance of spirit shrines, the performance of slametan ritual meals for ancestral spirits, and a cosmological framework in which the boundary between the living and the dead was understood as thin and permeable. It coexisted with a Malay Islam that had its own syncretic dimensions, the bomoh (Malay spiritual healer) was a figure analogous to the dukun, serving similar social functions through similar cultural means, and with the Chinese popular religion of the urban merchant communities, with its own rich tradition of spirit mediumship, ancestor veneration, and interaction with the dead.

These traditions did not simply coexist as separate, bounded systems operating in parallel. They interacted, borrowed from one another, and produced new hybrid forms in the specific contexts of North Sumatran social life. The Javanese plantation worker who consulted a Batak guru sibaso to deal with a spirit affliction that a Javanese dukun had failed to resolve was not violating any deeply felt boundary; he was being practical within a cosmological framework that accepted the existence of multiple spiritual specialists and multiple spiritual traditions. The Karo Batak woman who combined attendance at a HKBP Protestant church with the maintenance of traditional offerings to a family spirit shrine was not experiencing cognitive dissonance; she was navigating, in the way that people across the world navigate religious plurality, between different sources of spiritual authority and support.

It was within this plural, syncretic, practically oriented spiritual landscape that Ahmad Suradji operated. His specific practice, the consultation of clients in a domestic setting, the provision of ritual services for love, prosperity, beauty, and protection, the deployment of a cosmological vocabulary drawn primarily from Javanese mystical tradition but adapted to a North Sumatran context, was not unusual. There were other dukun in the settlements around Medan, other practitioners offering similar services in similar ways to similar clienteles. What distinguished Suradji from his peers was not his cultural framework or his service offering. It was what he did in the sugarcane fields.

The province that produced him was not a province that had failed to produce civilisation, or education, or social organisation. It was a province of extraordinary complexity and depth, shaped by an equally extraordinary history of exploitation, violence, cultural mixing, and spiritual innovation. The specific combination of factors that made it possible for one man to kill forty-two women in the space of eleven years without detection was not the product of backwardness or primitivism. It was the product of a very specific history, of colonial dispossession, of New Order political terror, of rapid social change, of inadequate institutions, and of a cultural tradition of spiritual authority that was both genuine and genuinely exploitable.

That history is what this book is about. The sugarcane fields of Sei Semayang did not produce Ahmad Suradji. But they provided the specific landscape, social, cultural, physical, institutional, within which a man with his particular combination of characteristics could do what he did for as long as he did it. North Sumatra is not merely the backdrop of this story. It is one of its principal actors.

The province of ghosts, the ghosts of the colonial dead, the ghosts of 1965, the ghosts of the forty-two women in the field, has its own history, its own logic, and its own explanations to offer. Before we can enter the compound at Sei Semayang, before we can understand the man who lived there, we need to understand the world that formed him and the world that his victims inhabited. That world begins, as so much of modern Indonesian history begins, in the encounter between European capital, tropical soil, and the human beings caught between them, and it extends, through a century and a half of accumulating consequence, to the precise moment in April 1997 when the earth gave up its first secret.
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​Chapter 3: The Dukun, Healers, Sorcerers, and the Architecture of Belief

[image: ]


In the summer of 1817, the British colonial administrator and naturalist Thomas Stamford Raffles published his monumental study of Javanese society, The History of Java, a work that remains, despite its imperial assumptions and the century and a half of scholarship that has superseded many of its specific claims, one of the foundational documents of Western engagement with Indonesian civilisation. Among the many aspects of Javanese life that Raffles observed and recorded was the pervasive role of what he called the dukun, the specialist practitioners who mediated between the human community and the invisible forces that Javanese cosmology understood as constitutive of reality. Raffles was not, by the standards of his time, an unsympathetic observer. He was genuinely curious about Javanese culture, genuinely respectful of its sophistication, and genuinely interested in understanding its internal logic rather than simply cataloguing its departures from European norms. But he was also a product of the Enlightenment, a man who believed, at some fundamental level, that the universe operated according to rational principles that were in principle discoverable by human reason, and that the beliefs of the Javanese dukun therefore represented a mixture of genuine botanical and medical knowledge, accumulated folk wisdom, and superstition in the strict sense, error about the nature of reality, however sincerely held.

This characterisation, the dukun as a figure whose legitimate knowledge is inextricably entangled with illegitimate belief, has proven remarkably durable in Western accounts of Indonesian spiritual practice, and remarkably inadequate. It fails, above all, to take seriously the possibility that the cosmological framework within which dukun practice is embedded might be, not a collection of errors about the world, but a coherent and in many respects sophisticated account of a dimension of human experience that the Enlightenment tradition has systematically undervalued: the dimension of meaning, of social relationship, of the human need for frameworks within which suffering, uncertainty, and the unpredictability of fate can be given form and addressed. The dukun does not persist across centuries and across the most dramatic social transformations in Southeast Asian history because people are foolish enough to believe false things. The dukun persists because the dukun addresses real needs, in real communities, through means that are genuinely effective at the level of social and psychological reality even when they operate through mechanisms that the biomedical model of illness and healing does not recognise.

To understand Ahmad Suradji, to understand how he acquired the authority that gave him access to his victims, how he maintained that authority for eleven years while engaged in serial murder, and why the communities around him were so poorly equipped to recognise and respond to the threat he represented, it is necessary to understand the institution he both inhabited and betrayed. That understanding requires an account of the dukun that is neither the romantic primitivism that sentimentalises traditional healing as exotic wisdom nor the rationalist dismissal that reduces it to organised fraud. It requires, instead, a genuine engagement with the history, sociology, and cultural logic of one of Southeast Asia's most enduring and most complex institutions.

​The Deep Roots: Animism, Ancestors, and the Permeable World

The institution of the dukun has roots that predate, by many centuries, the arrival of Hinduism, Buddhism, or Islam in the Indonesian archipelago. Its foundations lie in the animist traditions of the Austronesian-speaking peoples who settled the islands of Southeast Asia over the course of the second and first millennia BCE, bringing with them a set of cosmological beliefs and ritual practices whose traces persist, beneath successive layers of more recent religious influence, in the spiritual life of Indonesian communities to the present day.

The central cosmological premise of this animist tradition, modified and elaborated by later religious influence but never wholly abandoned, is the conviction that the universe is inhabited by a vast multiplicity of spiritual beings whose existence is as real and as consequential as the existence of the visible human world. These beings include the spirits of the dead, particularly the spirits of ancestors whose continued relationship with their living descendants is understood as active, ongoing, and capable of being either benevolent or malevolent depending on the quality of the attention they receive. They include nature spirits inhabiting specific locations, trees, rivers, mountains, crossroads, fields, whose particular character and power is specific to their particular place. They include a range of supernatural beings of various kinds and levels of power, from the local and relatively modest to the cosmic and immensely potent. And they include the life-force or vital essence that animates living beings and that, in death, is released into the spirit world in a form that can, under the right conditions, be encountered, communicated with, and enlisted in human purposes.

Within this cosmological framework, illness, misfortune, social conflict, agricultural failure, and a wide range of other human problems are understood not merely as the products of material causes but as events within a relationship, a relationship between the human community and the spiritual world that is constantly being managed, negotiated, and sometimes disrupted. A person who falls ill may have fallen ill because of a pathogen in the biomedical sense, but they may also, and the two explanations are not mutually exclusive in the animist framework, have fallen ill because they have violated a spiritual prohibition, because an ancestor spirit has been neglected and is expressing displeasure, because a malevolent spirit has been directed against them by an enemy, or because the balance of spiritual forces in their particular situation has been disturbed in some way that requires ritual correction. The specialist who can diagnose the spiritual dimension of the problem and prescribe the appropriate ritual correction is the dukun, and the dukun's authority derives from their knowledge of the spirit world and their capacity to act within it on behalf of their clients.

This is not, it should be emphasised, a simple or unsophisticated system. The animist cosmologies of the Indonesian archipelago are characterised by a high degree of internal complexity and logical consistency. The spirit world as Javanese tradition conceives it, for instance, is hierarchically organised, geographically specific, governed by rules and principles that can be learned and applied, and responsive to interventions that follow the correct procedure. The dukun who operates within this system is not improvising. They are applying a body of knowledge that has been transmitted through apprenticeship over many generations, refined through practice and observation, and tested against the criterion of practical effectiveness in the communities they serve. The system has its own internal epistemology, its own standards for determining what counts as evidence of effective practice and what counts as failure, and those standards are applied with a rigour that is often underestimated by outside observers who approach the tradition with the assumption that its premises are false and therefore its practices cannot be genuinely evaluative.

​The Hindu-Buddhist Layer: Cosmic Power and the Art of the Practitioner

The arrival of Hindu and Buddhist religious traditions in the Indonesian archipelago from approximately the first century CE onward did not displace the animist substrate of Indonesian spiritual life. It enriched and elaborated it, adding new cosmological concepts, new ritual technologies, and new categories of spiritual practitioner to a tradition that was already highly developed. The Sanskrit-derived vocabulary that entered Javanese and Malay spiritual discourse during this period, terms like sakti (supernatural power), mantra (ritual formula), mandala (sacred geometric diagram), and a host of others, did not replace the existing animist terminology. It was layered onto it, producing the syncretic complexity that characterises Indonesian spiritual traditions to this day.

The concept of sakti is particularly important for any understanding of dukun practice, and particularly important for any understanding of Ahmad Suradji, because it provides the cosmological framework within which his claimed motivation for murder was articulated. Sakti in the Hindu-Buddhist tradition of the archipelago refers to the divine power or energy that animates the universe and that, in concentrated form, constitutes the essential quality of gods, heroes, and powerful human beings. It is not merely a metaphysical concept. It is an intensely practical one: a person or object possessing high sakti is genuinely more powerful, more effective, more capable of achieving their purposes in the world, than a person or object possessing low sakti. The accumulation of sakti is therefore a rational project for any practitioner who wishes to increase their effectiveness, and the traditions of Javanese and Sumatran mysticism developed, over many centuries, a sophisticated repertoire of practices, asceticism, meditation, the accumulation of specific spiritual experiences and contacts, the acquisition of sacred objects, through which sakti could be increased.

The dukun's authority in the community is, in part, a function of the sakti they are understood to possess. A dukun with high sakti can accomplish things that a dukun with low sakti cannot. They can diagnose problems that others cannot see, prescribe remedies that others cannot formulate, protect their clients against spiritual threats that others cannot deflect, and take action in the spirit world, confronting malevolent forces, negotiating with ancestor spirits, channelling cosmic energies, that requires a level of spiritual power that only years of accumulation can produce. The client who chooses one dukun over another is making, within the terms of this cosmological framework, a rational choice based on their assessment of the practitioner's sakti, and the evidence for that assessment is the practitioner's track record: the clients they have helped, the problems they have solved, the reputation they have built over years of practice.

The significance of this for understanding how Suradji operated is profound. When he claimed, in 1986, to have received a divine command to accumulate sakti through the consumption of the saliva of murdered women, he was deploying a concept that was not alien to his clientele or bizarre within the terms of the tradition he represented. The accumulation of sakti through specific ritual actions involving the dead was not, in itself, outside the range of what the tradition sanctioned. Practitioners were known to obtain their power through contact with death, through the mediation of powerful spirits, through the acquisition of objects charged with the energy of the dead, through ritual encounters with the boundary between the living and the deceased. The specific form of Suradji's claimed ritual, the consumption of saliva at the moment of death, was an extreme and perverse application of these principles, not an invention from outside them. And it was this continuity with genuine cultural logic that gave his claims a degree of credibility within the cosmological framework his community shared.

​The Islamic Synthesis: Dukun in the Age of the Wali

The arrival of Islam in the Indonesian archipelago from the thirteenth century onward presented the animist-Hindu-Buddhist spiritual complex of the islands with its most significant challenge and its most productive encounter. Islam, as a textual tradition grounded in the absolute unity and sovereignty of God and the prohibition of any mediating role between the human and the divine, was in principle directly opposed to the cosmological framework that sustained dukun practice. The spirits, the ancestors, the invisible forces that dukun claimed to manipulate, all of these were, in orthodox Islamic terms, either illusions, demons, or unlawful objects of devotion, and the practice of consulting them was shirk, the association of other beings with God's sovereignty, the most serious of all Islamic sins.

In practice, the encounter between Islam and Indonesian animism produced something far more complex than either simple replacement or simple rejection. The spread of Islam through the archipelago was accomplished primarily through trade networks, intermarriage, and the gradual conversion of ruling elites rather than through military conquest or systematic missionary effort, and the version of Islam that took root in Java, Sumatra, and the Malay world was from the beginning profoundly shaped by the traditions it encountered. The great wali songo, the nine Islamic saints credited in Javanese tradition with the conversion of Java, were figures who operated, in the popular imagination and in the historical accounts that have come down to us, at the precise intersection of Islamic and pre-Islamic spiritual practice. They possessed sakti of extraordinary magnitude. They performed miracles that drew on both Islamic and pre-Islamic spiritual technologies. They communicated with the spirit world. They were, in other words, recognisable to the communities they converted as a superior version of what those communities already had, practitioners of extraordinary power who happened to ground their authority in the Islamic tradition rather than the animist one.

The result of this encounter was the syncretic tradition that scholars of Javanese culture call abangan, a form of Islamic identity that accepts the basic framework of Muslim belief and practice (the profession of faith, the five prayers, the fast of Ramadan) while maintaining a rich and active engagement with the pre-Islamic spirit world and the ritual technologies developed to manage it. The abangan Javanese Muslim who consults a dukun is not, in their own understanding, behaving in a religiously inconsistent way. They are drawing on the full range of spiritual resources available to them in their particular cosmological tradition, a tradition that is Muslim in its orientation toward God and its observance of Islamic practice but animist-Hindu-Buddhist in its understanding of the spirit world and the role of specialist practitioners in managing it.

This syncretic tradition provided the cultural context within which Ahmad Suradji's practice was embedded. His clients were, for the most part, Muslims, the Javanese migrant community of the Deli lowlands being predominantly abangan in character, and they experienced no contradiction between their Islamic identity and their recourse to a dukun's services. The prayers that Suradji incorporated into his ritual consultations, the Islamic formulae he deployed as part of his spiritual practice, were not window-dressing designed to disguise the non-Islamic character of what he was doing. They were, within the tradition he represented, genuine Islamic elements in a syncretic practice that drew on multiple traditions simultaneously. This is important to understand, because it helps explain both his authority and his access: he was not operating outside the religious world of his clients. He was operating at its centre.

​Categories of Practice: The Spectrum from Healing to Harm

The term dukun is not, in Indonesian usage, a simple designation. It covers a wide and internally differentiated range of practitioners whose services, methods, and social standing vary enormously, and whose relationship to the question of harm spans the entire distance from the wholly benevolent to the actively malevolent. Understanding this internal differentiation is essential to understanding how a practitioner like Suradji could operate within the tradition without immediately triggering the community's alarm, because his position within the dukun spectrum was not straightforwardly obvious from the outside.

At one end of the spectrum are the dukun bayu, literally, the dukun of the wind or breath, who function primarily as midwives and practitioners of women's reproductive medicine. Their practice centres on the management of pregnancy, childbirth, and the postnatal period, using a combination of massage, herbal preparations, ritual prayer, and the management of the spiritual environment surrounding the mother and newborn child. The dukun bayu is, by any measure, a benevolent figure, one whose social role is entirely oriented toward the protection of life and the facilitation of the most fundamental of human transitions. They are respected, trusted, and widely used even in communities
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