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Series Editor’s Preface

Medical Anthropology Series:
“Healing the Modern

in a Central Javanese City”

Pamela J. Stewart and
Andrew Strathern

It gives us much pleasure to int roduce this third volume in the Caro l i n a
Academic Press Medical Ant h ropology Series. Steve Ferz ac c a ’s work on
the kaleidoscopic varieties and int e rre l a t i ons of practices for dealing with
sicknesses and health con d i t i ons in the city of Yo g y a k a rta in Java tra n s p o rt s
the reader into the bustle, excitement, complexity, and depth of the urban
scene in South-East Asia. Far from being con c e rned with a simple, int e-
g rated “cultural system,” Ferz ac c a ’s study takes us into a realm common l y
f aced by ant h ropologists today, the domain of con s t a nt change, marked
by tra n s f o rm a t i ons in the meanings of modern i t y, postmodern i t y, and tra-
d i t i on. The Indonesian govern m e nt under Pre s i d e nt Suharto strongly pro-
moted “development,” but at the same time supported the idea of Javanese
“ t ra d i t i onal culture,” including medicines, as a way of coping with a ra ng e
of diseases seen as “We s t e rn” (because of their association with int ro d u c e d
p a t t e rns of living that are con s i d e red “We s t e rn”), such as hypert e n s i on
and adult-onset diabetes. The kind of tension between the “tra d i t i on a l ”
and the “modern” which was thus set up is classic in many situation s
a round the world, and what we find is exactly the kind of complex mix-
i ng of behaviors and practices in many fields of social activity which Fer-
z acca shows us here for Yo g y a k a rta. A particular infle ct i on of these tre n d s
has occurred in Indonesia because of the specific aims of modern i z a t i on
and development, perhaps influenced by the ideas of civil serv a nts and
academics trained overseas, including in the U.S.A. These then stand in
c o u nt e r p o i nt to another drive, that is, to avoid “We s t e rn i z a t i on” and to pre-
s e rve Indonesian/Javanese culture, as a mark of national ident i t y. Clearly
these aims can be con fli ct i ng. Ferz ac c a ’s study shows how people, fro m

ix
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physicians working in clinics and hospitals, through to indigenous spe-
cialists, on to the ord i n a ry people who are experiencing illness, try to
t h read their way between such possible con fli cts. The ethnography is de-
tailed, evocative, and compelling, and Ferz acca uses it to comment astutely
on many defin i t i onal and analytical issues in medical ant h ropology at larg e ,
for example in his commentaries on the well-known work of Arthur Klein-
man and Kleinman’s idea of the medical system. With a situation so much
in flux as is found in Yo g y a k a rta, all medical pract i t i oners and patient s
a re to vary i ng degrees involved in continuous attempts to communicate
with one another in both “tra d i t i onal” and “modern” idioms; and, al-
though the physicians operate in terms of biomedical theories and tech-
niques they need also to operate inside of the laypersons’ categories of
thought; while tra d i t i onal pract i t i oners are happy to include terms such
as “para n o rmal” to describe their healing activities. Biomedical ideas about
disease and pathogens blend with or jostle indigenous ideas about the
causes of illness in terms of a diff e re nt “naturalistic” theory of the world
which Ferz acca describes as “a logic of fluid signs,” involving ideas of the
flow of winds (a n g i n) through people, notions of bitter versus sweet tastes,
and an extensive use of body massage and the ing e s t i on of elixirs. In the
b roadest sense this theory of the body, which extends seamlessly from the
physical to the social realms as a part of a whole cosmos, may be described
as humoral. Ferz acca, however, finds the emphasis here to be on ideas of
flow and blockage rather than on the dimensions of hot and cold found in
some other contexts of humoral ideas. We can suggest that the notion of
balance between forces, vital to humoral systems, is also import a nt in Yo-
g y a k a rta. As well, we find some emphases that are common in other South
East Asian and indeed in some Pac i fic contexts. One is the importance of
smell as a sensory indicator; another has to do with the significance of
f a s t i ng; and a third with the notion of r a s a as sap, which Ferz acca de-
scribes as a Javanese philosophy of embodiment and which for the Ja-
vanese is synonymous with life. R a s a is clearly an import a nt “humor, ”
c o m p a rable to the idea of kahyek a m ong the Temiar people of Malaysia
described by Marina Roseman in her book “Healing Sounds from the
Malaysian Rainforest” (Roseman 1991). It is also comparable to ideas
about “water” or “grease” among the Duna and Hagen people of the
Papua New Guinea Highlands (see Stra t h e rn and Stewart 1999 and Stew-
a rt and Stra t h e rn 2001) or the concept of n u a m ong the Hua people of
Papua New Guinea as described by Anna Meigs (Meigs 1984). One of
the stre ngths of Ferz ac c a ’s rich ethnographic pre s e nt a t i on is that it can be
used to make cro s s - c u l t u ral comparisons with places such as Papua New
Guinea (see Stra t h e rn and Stewart (2000) for an example of this sort of com-
p a rative work).

x · Series Editor’s Preface
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In terms of the con c o m i t a nts of “modern i t y,” Ferz ac c a ’s re f e rences to
urban gangs and the value they place on fearlessness is re m i n i s c e nt also of
the surreal world of images that links together clan warriors and gang-
sters in peri-urban parts of the Papua New Guinea Highlands. Modern i t y
h e re has to be understood both as a conscious model of the people them-
selves and as an analytical concept int roduced by the ethnogra p h e r. “Heal-
i ng the modern,” the author’s title, thus also refers to a process of which
the people are highly conscious. Although western theories about moder-
nity and society find their way freely into the Javanese situation, the par-
ticular int e r p re t a t i on of what modernity is and means is one that has been
adapted from those western models. Similarly, while the biomedical par-
adigm and its theory of curing disease can be distinguished clearly in prin-
ciple from the experience of illness and the appro aches to healing via com-
plex ideas of social being that hold among the Javanese, in practice the
i nt e r p re t a t i ons of both disease and illness are ones that are given a par-
ticular Javaneses re s onance. This in turn helps to explain why the Javanese
themselves do not operate with a clear disease/illness distinct i on. Yet, as an
analytical category, it is clearly discernible “there” in the case materials
t h e m s e l v e s .

This book is suffused with high energy and displays many ways in which
it brings its materials to life or makes them “flow” (as life should ac c o rd-
i ng to Javanese notions). As is often the case, much of its appeal lies with
its case materials, and among these the extended vignettes which appear
t h roughout the text of how the author came to develop his insights are
p a rticularly helpful, we feel, for his underg raduate readers. Readers may
also gain a good grasp of the general themes of the book by looking toward s
its end at the ac c o u nts of work by particular healers (who wanted their
names attached to the narrative as a part of their own demon s t ra t i ons of
their art). These healers themselves embody in their practices all the con-
t ra d i ct i ons they also seek to heal: as when Pak Gembong offers his power
as a gift and yet he himself engages in ostentatious displays of wealth.
They also corre s p ond to Fredrik Bart h ’s theory of the ent re p reneur as on e
who creatively brings together previously unrelated spheres of exchang e ,
e x t ract i ng pro fit thereby; or to Pierre Bourd i e u ’s model of the int e rre l a-
t i ons between symbolic and material capital. Ferz acca himself also shows
this same creativity in his book. He brings many, rather unexpected, thre a d s
of discussion together, and weaves for us a new way of looking at the Ja-
vanese life-world and at medical ant h ropology itself
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