











Summer 1998 JOURNAL OF ETHNOBIOLOGY 43

Waihatu, comprised of people from Lombok and Java who moved to Seram as
part of the central government’s transmigrasi program which aims to relocate
populations to reduce pressures on the more overcrowded Indonesian islands.
Further south are the non-Alune villages of Waesamu and Hatusua. Bordering
Lohiatala’s territory to the north are the Alune villages of Rumberu and Rumbatu.
In 1992 Lohiatala had a population of 728 in 110 households.

Unlike Lohiasapalewa, which is located within sub-montane rainforest, the people
of Lohiatala occupy lowland territory largely comprising secondary forest at varying
stages of regrowth, planted groveland, garden land, sago swamps, grassland, and the
settlement site of the village. While dry rice fields were planted in this location, the
practice has been abandoned in recent years due to introduced pests from transmigrant
wet rice fields. Lohiatala’s former village site largely consists of lowland primary for-
est, mature secondary forest, bamboo thickets, planted groveland, and grassland.
Products are still harvested from this site, particularly by older villagers.

In contrast to Lohiasapalewa, Lohiatala has undergone dramatic sociocultural
and linguistic changes since the 1950s. The process of language shift to Ambonese
Malay is well advanced in Lohiatala, and there are clear generational differences
in knowledge and use of the Alune language and Alune practices (Florey 1991,
1993, 1997).

METHODOLOGY

The initial goal of research conducted by Florey in the lowland village of
Lohiatala was the study of language shift and language obsolescence (Florey 1990).
During the course of learning and analysing the Alune language and its changing
patterns of use in Lohiatala, information concerning plant lore and pre-Christian
sociocultural practices emerged. Although the recording of Alune plant names
and their uses was not undertaken systematically during this period, information
learned in the course of fieldwork provided an initial database on which later
ethnobotanical research could build.

The investigation of incantations and their practice proved both more difficult
and more intriguing by comparison. Information was initially gleaned, often in-
advertently, through discussions with members of the community. While comments
alluding to the role of incantations in pre-Christian life were quite frequent, direct
requests for information were always met with a denial of any personal knowl-
edge of them, often accompanied by a referral to other members of the community
said to be more knowledgeable. Apparent contradictions emerged from early dis-
cussions. As Boulan-Smit (1992) noted for the Alune community of Manusa, many
older Lohiatala consultants strongly rejected the notion that incantations were still
used in the village and echoed a belief in God in place of the use of incantations
and pre-Christian healing methods. However another perspective was expressed
by an elderly man who stated that there are people in Lohiatala who still know
how to use incantations: “They don’t trust in God, but trust instead in their incan-
tations.” Statements such as the following were common:

“Yes, if we use that [incantations], we are not human, we can’t choose be-
tween one thing and another. But because God works with us, we behave
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in certain ways and must throw that [knowledge] away. If not, we will be
ruined, ruined!”

However, after working in Lohiatala for approximately five months, an eld-
erly villager expressed his willingness to discuss the use of curative incantations.
During one research session, six incantations were recorded and a description was
given of the way the incantations were used in conjunction with aids such as oil,
water, or mineral lime. These data formed the basis for future exchanges of knowl-
edge with other villagers. Florey found she was, in effect, able to trade this
knowledge for further information concerning incantations. Towards the end of
that field season, two principal research consultants and the family with whom
Florey lived provided several incantations as gifts. In these ways, a corpus of 13
curative incantations was compiled, together with 15 incantations concerning topics
beyond the scope of the present paper (such as hunting, harvest increase, and
destructive medicine).

In 1992 research moved to the highland village of Lohiasapalewa. The pur- .
pose of the move was to base research in a site that was linguistically more
conservative in order to compare language use in two quite different locations.
Once established in this village, it became apparent that this was also a promising
location in which to carry out extensive ethnobiological work. In order to under-
take these specialized studies, two additional researchers became involved.?
Ethnozoological work began in 1993, and Wolff commenced botanical work in
1994.

Botanical research began by checking with the principal research assistant,
Mr. Wempi Manakane, the lexical database of botanical terms previously recorded
in Lohiatala and Lohiasapalewa. We made a work plan each evening for the fol-
lowing day based on information already gathered and targeting the information
we were still seeking. Information concerning herbal medicines is now largely
restricted to a small number of older villagers in Lohiasapalewa. Such knowledge
has been acquired by only a very few younger villagers in Lohiasapalewa who
continue to value the ways of their elders. Hence our work plan entailed deter-
mining the location of people with specialist knowledge and the location of specific
plants. We worked with these people around the village settlement, in nearby gar-
dens, and at locations further afield in primary and secondary forest. Manakane
arranged visits to villagers in their gardens and accompanied Wolff and Florey to
field sites.

Lohiasapalewa is subject to heavy rainfall throughout the year, concentrated
in the afternoon and evening. Therefore we set out for our planned research loca-
tion shortly after sunrise and usually worked at the site(s) until early afternoon.
For each plant, Wolff collected relevant samples, photographed the plant in situ,
and recorded data such as leaf measurement, plant height, plant width, descrip-
tions of flowers and fruits, and agricultural practices. Florey recorded Alune names
and descriptive terminology for the plant, with respect to its morphology, stages
of growth, agricultural practices, etc. Data were also recorded in Ambonese Malay
and Indonesian when known. Extensive ethnographic notes were taken, includ-
ing known uses of each plant and its importance in Alune life. We discussed
agricultural practices, garden site selection and layout, and preservation techniques
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for harvested crops with villagers in situ. We urged healers to discuss and demon-
strate the use of plants for medicinal purposes. We took photographs as appropriate.

Plant samples were processed after returning from the field site by labeling
each sample and pressing and/or preserving it in silica gel. Field notes were sys-
tematically organized. Ethnographic data were collated and cross-checked with
relevant community members. For example, data concerning plants used in mid-
wifery practices were discussed and verified with women with the inherited right
to Alune midwifery knowledge. All linguistic data were checked with several Alune
speakers.

Work also continued in the village, gathering information from people with
specialized healing knowledge. Florey worked extensively with an elderly
Lohiasapalewa man who had retained the knowledge and practice of healing in-
cantations. Due to the sensitivity of this information, the work was undertaken in
private. Incantations recorded previously in Lohiatala could not be cross-checked
there because of the demise of the elderly consultants. Therefore, these data were
checked with the Lohiasapalewa consultant, who also contributed eleven addi-
tional healing incantations and descriptions of their use.

Following the field research period, the collected data (plant samples, photo-
graphs, notes) formed the basis for plant identification by Wolff. Sources for
identification included collections held in the Herbarium Bogoriense, the
Smithsonian Institution Herbarium, and relevant published materials. As the plants
were identified, the Latin names were incorporated into a larger database collat-
ing linguistic, botanical, and ethnographic information for each plant. This corpus
forms the basis for the present paper.

HERBAL MEDICINES: TREATMENT OF AILMENTS
WITH A PHYSICAL CAUSE

Awide range of common illnesses and injuries are known and named in Alune.
An important contrast is drawn by the Alune between common illnesses which
are perceived to have a physical cause, and ailments which are considered to re-
sult from the malevolent action of humans or supernatural beings practicing
destructive magic. Ailments in the former category indicate the everyday health
concerns of the community. They include: bleeding from wounds, burns, colds
and influenza, cough and sore throat, diarrhea, ear infection, eye infection, fever,
goiter, headache, head lice and dandruff, infected wounds, intestinal parasites,
jaundice, muscular pain, sprains, broken bones, nausea, poisoning and snake bite,
skin complaints (ichtyosis, scabies, irritant reactions to plants or insects, fungal
infections), smallpox, toothache, and urinary tract infection. Appendix 1 describes
in detail the preparation of medicines for the treatment of these diseases.

Women with the inherited right to practice midwifery address issues of con-
ception, contraception, and delivery as well as treating a range of post-partum
conditions. Treatments are provided for the following conditions: to prevent con-
ception, to regulate menstruation, to end unwanted pregnancies, to assist
conception of a male or female child (as per the parents’ expressed desire), to speed
a slow or difficult labor, to cleanse and/or strengthen a woman following birth, to
remove post-partum blood clots, to heal a post-partum swollen belly, and to treat
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engorged breasts. Appendix 2 describes in detail the preparation of medicines used
by midwives. Where available, Alune names for ailments and gynecological or
obstetric conditions are noted alongside headings in the appendices. The appen-
dices also provide the Alune name, English name and Latin identification (when
known) of plants, and their medicinal application.

Ingredients used in healing and midwifery practices.—The ailments listed above which
are diagnosed as having a physical cause, and the conditions which fall within a
midwife’s care, can be treated with medicines made from plant, animal, or min-
eral matter found in the village territory. All herbal medicines minimally contain
plant material and may also contain other ingredients. Sixty-two plants were iden-
tified as ingredients in medicines used to treat ailments which are diagnosed as
having a physical cause, and a further 15 plants were identified as ingredients in
medicines used in midwifery practices. Villagers in Lohiasapalewa asserted that,
in earlier times, plants which could be used for healing (ai ‘watai) were planted
near the garden hut in each newly-established garden. This practice has dimin-
ished with increased access to Western medicines

In addition to plant materials, twelve plant by-products and non-plant ingre-
dients used in medicines have been identified (see Table 1). In contrast to the
extensive use of plant material in healing, very few medicinal recipes were re-
corded which use animal products. These animal products are mineral lime, turtle
shell, egg, and honey. The lime is most commonly extracted from freshwater mus-
sel shells (lopon inai) which are dried, baked, and pounded.

Preparation and application of medicines—The application of herbal medicines var-
ies according to the nature of the ailment and the ingredients used in the medicine.
The medicine may be applied as a poultice or compress, rubbed on as a massage
ointment, drunk as a potion, or infused. Very few treatments require eating spe-
cific foodstuffs; however, the banana tema ‘watnabane (Musa fehi) is eaten as a
treatment for jaundice and for bladder infections.

While an illness or injury may be treated by several different preparations,
certain generalizations can be drawn about the treatment of particular illnesses or
injuries. Bleeding is staunched with the application of a poultice made from one of
a number of plants, primarily grasses which are readily available in the village
residential area, as well as in gardens and secondary forest in which villagers may
be working or hunting. Nausea is treated through the external application of stimu-
lants: tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum), betel nut palm (Areca catechu), clove (Syzygium
aromaticum). Oily substances are applied to treat irritant reactions to certain plants
and animals: coconut oil (derived from Cocos nucifera), candlenut (Aleurites
moluccana). Burns are treated with the application of gluey poultices. Colds and
influenza are treated by rubbing the head with medicinal shampoos. Medicines
for malaria tend to consist of bitter-tasting drinks. Urinary tract infections are cured
by plants which color the urine a bright yellow.

Medicinal properties.—Most of the plants used for healing are held to have only one
medicinal property. However, from our corpus eight plants serve multiple pur-
poses and indicate their wider utility in healing (see Table 2).
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CURATIVE INCANTATIONS

Despite the wide range of plant, animal, and mineral matter known and avail-
able as ingredients in herbal medicines, and the extensive range of illnesses and
injuries which they can treat, the Alune acknowledge that there are ailments which
remain resistant to a medicinal cure. If an injury or disease attributed to a physical
cause persisted despite the application of herbal medicines, community members
with special healing powers were called upon to divine the source of the ailment,
which might then be rediagnosed as having been caused by destructive magic.
Some such ailments were diagnosed as deriving from ancestral spirits in reprisal
for the behaviour of an individual who had contravened social norms by commit-
ting, for example, adultery (soune) or theft (mleane). Ancestral spirits (nitu matale)
might also exact retribution for the contravention of custom: for example, through
a marriage between two people who were too closely related according to custom-
ary law, or through failure to keep a promise made to a dying person. Alternatively,
illness might be diagnosed as arising from the malevolent acts of humans, or from
evil beings (lita) who could harm and potentially kill humans by “sending” an
illness or injury to a chosen victim.

In cases where ailments or injuries were rediagnosed as having been caused
by destructive magic, incantations were employed to attempt to cure the patient.
The recitation of incantations was usually accompanied by the use of plant or
animal products, however the latter were regarded as an aid in the application of
incantations and were not held to be herbal medicines. Similar practices have been
widely reported throughout the Austronesian region (cf. Bolton 1994, Ellen 1993b,
Errington 1986, Glick 1967, Ooy 1994, Taylor 1988). The use of incantations in Alune
healing practices reflects attempts to understand, predict, and control the physical
and spiritual environment.?

The healers and their sources of knowledge.—Healers with knowledge of curative in-
cantations are known in Alune as ma’aleru ‘one who heals’, which derives from
the verb lerue ‘to heal by blowing an incantation over someone’. Healers must
possess both the appropriate linguistic knowledge to perform the incantations
together with a knowledge of the products (plant, animal, and mineral) which are
aids accompanying the recitation of incantations. The ma’aleru could derive knowl-
edge from several sources. Incantations were occasionally given as a gift and, very
rarely, could be bought from a practitioner. The practice of selling incantations or
giving them as gifts was uncommon because incantations were considered to be a
source of wealth, and knowledge which is given away is lost to the former owner
(cf. Valeri 1990).

More commonly, incantations were learned from parents or inherited from an-
cestors. However, while younger family members could study healing from their
elders, they were unable to utilize the knowledge fully during their parents’ life-
times. Historically, each person or family owned their own healing incantations.
Transmission could occur through a dream, as in the case of one young man in
Lohiatala, who received his knowledge of healing incantations from his wife’s (de-
ceased) grandparents. This man asserted that it is potentially dangerous to receive
knowledge directly from other people, but that to receive the information in a dream
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mata bina ‘ete, Old woman biter,

esi-'ete leu ulu buai its bite returns to her head,
au ‘ete leu ulu buai my bite returns to his head.
esi-‘ete ‘uru mise Its bite is strong and powerful
satu lupa mo batu napane like the sandstone and the
batu ‘wale solid slippery stones.

Use of mineral lime. Lime can be used in conjunction with curative incanta-
tions to treat several ailments. One incantation is used by a healer to staunch heavy
bleeding from a wound: the first line is repeated four times. As the incantation is
recited mineral lime is rubbed around the wound:

e-hmolile leta, lala"we leta As the flow of water in the gutter
ceases, so the bleeding ceases.

ile lala’we leta talu, soli’ele The blood completely ceases flowing

noma and remains that way.

Use of chilli pepper (Capsicum frutescens). In staunching bleeding from a wound,
one practitioner wraps ginger and eight chilli peppers in a leaf, heats the bundle
on the fire and applies it as a poultice on the wound while reciting the following
incantation:

‘wamlua peilu As the ant [...]4
lala’we seli la"wai so blood is renewed in the wound.
lala"we sa seli The blood rises and is renewed,

la’wai ‘loto’ele lupa lane salati  the wound closes up as the rack
above the hearth (is enclosed by soot).

mutu ‘au sela ‘wate The wound is healthy [...].

‘loto’ele lupa lane salati [1t] closes up as the rack above the
hearth (is enclosed by soot).

mutu ‘au soli’e The wound remains healthy.

Use of heat. In order to treat ailments which exhibit symptoms of heat such as
fever or burns, heat is an ingredient in the cure. A smouldering log is placed near
the patient while the incantation is recited four times. The fire is then extinguished
with cold water, and the log is thrown into a nearby river or stream:

auwe tetu ‘wele The fire falls on the water,

e-muti soli’ele, mata soli’ele it remains cold, remains dead.

au muti musute The fire is cooled of its heat,

mata soli’ele muti soli’ele it remains dead, remains cold.

au dulu soli’ele The fire continues to diminish.
soli’ele bei X It stays away from [name of patient].
nanai muti sa’a ‘wele mutine His/her body is cool like cold water.

Use of water. The following curative incantation is used to treat breathing
difficulties, manifested either by illnesses such as asthma or when someone is
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thought to be dying. The healer blows the incantation over a container of water,
then drinks a little before brushing the remainder over the patient’s body:

manu nusa inai The birds of the mother island (Seram)
e-mei betu'we ile lalei are coming to awaken his/her soul.
betu banu lupa manu nusa inai Arising and beginning to lean like
the birds of the mother island.
na’wai i-leu soli’e His/her breath keeps returning.
betu banu lupa manu nusa inai Arising and beginning to lean like
the birds of the mother island.
na'wai i-leu soli’e His/her breath keeps returning,
betu banu soli'e [s/he] continues to arise and lean.

Use of the sonatene plant, Codiaeum variegatum. This plant is used in conjunc-
tion with a curative incantation to treat fever. Two pieces are cut from the tip of the
plant, brushed on the patient from the head down to the legs, then the plant is
thrown far away in a westerly direction (i.e. the direction of the sunset):

ntua ‘era’eni Old man illness,

e-tati musute bei mlete mosole he lowers the heat from high up in
the forest.

e-tati musute bei X meije He lowers the heat from [name of
patient].

e-dulu soli’e It keeps descending.

e-leta soli’e It is completely healed.

Healing by exorcism (hela’e). In cases of persistent illnesses in young chil-
dren, the biane may heal by performing an exorcism (cf. Prentice 1981 concerning
exorcism among the Timugon Murut of Sabah). As an incantation is recited, the
spirit causing the illness is “pulled” from the child’s body and drawn into the
healer’s body through a deep body massage. The movement of the malevolent
spirit into the healer’s body is visible through her shivering and trance-like state.
The accompanying chill in the biane’s body is said to result from her body heat
transferring to and healing the child. The biane, an adult with stronger powers
than the malevolent spirit, can then expel the illness from her own body.

PROCESSES OF CHANGE: FACTORS AFFECTING HEALING PRACTICES

A number of factors are implicated in the process of changing health care prac-
tices among the Alune. Perhaps the greatest effect has been wrought by conversion
to Christianity, which began in western Seram early in the twentieth century, oc-
curring first in the more accessible coastal regions (for example, in 1902 in the
transplanted coastal village of Murnaten) and later in the inland villages (1925 in
Lohiatala’s former village site, 1935 in Lohiasapalewa). Christianity was brought
to Lohiatala by a man named Marten Supulatu, who was related to people in
Lohiatala (including the traditional midwife). He had spent time in the coastal
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Smallpox (uwane).

lotine kind of plant (Eurycles amboinensis (= Proiphys amboinensis [L.] Herbert),
Amaryllidaceae). Medicinal use: treatment of smallpox, which reached epidemic pro-
portions in Lohiasapalewa in earlier times. A plaster or compress is made from the
leaves and placed on the wounds. The leaf is heated to soften, rubbed with coconut
oil, then applied to the wound and left in place for one or two days to draw pus from
the wound. This plant is always replanted in new gardens to ensure its availability.

Toothache (nise ‘erale).

tapua ‘otote creeping oxalis (Oxalis corniculata L. Oxalidaceae). Medicinal use: in treat-
ment of nerve pain in teeth, or soreness from erupting teeth in a young child. The
leaves are washed, then placed in warm water to soften (for approximately 20 min-
utes). Then the plant is discarded and the patient gargles several times with the water.

tolun nise ma’erale nipple fruit (Solanum mammosum L., Solanaceae). Medicinal use: the
name of the plant (literally “the sore tooth eggplant”) derives from its use as a treat-
ment for toothache. A clay pot is heated on fire and seeds from this plant are then
baked in the pot. One end of a strawlike petiole from a papaya tree is placed over the
burnt seed and the smoke is inhaled onto the sore tooth. It is asserted that the pest
which is causing the toothache will fall out and into the pot.

Urinary tract infection (tili senete).

palate kind of tall grass (Poaceae). Medicinal use: the leaves of the grass are tied around
the waist as a treatment for urinary tract infections, and left in place until cured.

putune alang-alang (Imperata cylindrica (L.) Beauv., Poaceae). Medicinal use: the root is used
to treat urinary tract infections. The root is pounded until soft, then boiled in two
glasses of water until reduced to one glass. The liquid is mixed with 2-3 spoons of
honey and drunk.

seae ta’unui spiny fruited pick-a-back (Phyllanthus urinaria, Euphorbiaceae). Medicinal use:
leaf is used to treat stomach ailments, and kidney and bladder problems, such as blood
in the urine.

tema ‘watnabane kind of banana (Musa fehi, Musaceae). Medicinal use: fruit is used as a
medicine to cleanse the bladder and make urine very yellow.

APPENDIX 2: PLANTS USED BY MIDWIVES

Childbirth & postpartum treatment.

ai ‘opi robusta coffee (Coffea canephora Pierre, Rubiaceae). Medicinal use: strong coffee is
given to a woman in labor to speed a slow delivery. Coffee is also drunk post-partum
to cleanse the uterus.

ba’u‘upe infusion or sauna: made from leaves of clove, nutmeg, lemongrass, papaya, and
citrus. Medicinal use: encourages sweating and speeds the healing process in some-
one recovering from an illness or following a difficult childbirth which has left the
mother pale and weak. Leaves are boiled together in a pot until the water is reddish
and the pot is then placed inside an enclosure made from matting; the patient inhales
the fragrant steam and bathes in the water. Patient remains within the sauna for as
long as possible: she may emerge to cool down, then re-enter. The sauna may be used
over a period of several weeks, though it is considered dangerous to use it more than
once a week. The water from the sauna may be drunk to assist in a particularly diffi-
cult childbirth. Older people insist that this water must not be carelessly disposed of,
butbe treated with respect. An alternative kind of sauna can be made by heating stones
until red hot, then placing them under a bed base made of sago leaf midribs. The
patient is enclosed with matting and water is poured over stones.
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lahlate nutgrass (Cyperus rotundus L., Cyperaceae). Medicinal uses: leaves are cut and dried
for one day, then boiled, and the water is drunk to induce abortion. This is not pre-
ferred as an abortificent as it is said to damage the uterus and cause infertility.

putune alang-alang (Imperata cylindrica (L.) Beauv., Poaceae). Medicinal use: the plant is
used as a contraceptive or abortifacient. Alang-alang and tapana (Loranthus sp.,
Loranthaceae) are pounded and boiled together in two glasses of water until reduced
to one glass, then drunk. Midwives advise women to drink the mixture two weeks
after menstruation to prevent conception. The mixture is used to space children in a
family.

seae ta'unui spiny fruited pick-a-back (Phyllanthus urinaria, Euphorbiaceae). Medicinal use:
leaf of plant is used as an abortifacient. Ten leaves are boiled in water until approxi-
mately one glass of water remains, and then drunk to induce abortion.

tapana (Loranthaceae). Medicinal use: the plant is used as a contraceptive or abortifacient.
Alang-alang (Imperata cylindrica (L.) Beauv., Poaceae) and tapana are pounded and
boiled together in two glasses of water until reduced to one glass, then drunk. Mid-
wives advise women to drink the mixture two weeks after menstruation to prevent
conception. The mixture is used to space children in a family. It is said that this plant
can make men impotent, and can make young women who have not yet had a child
infertile.

Breastfeeding.

‘bue lala’we rice bean (Vigna umbellata (Thunb.) Ohwi & Ohashi, Fabaceae). Medicinal use:

treatment to help the flow of milk from engorged breasts (laesa). The leaves are washed,

rubbed to soften, mixed with mineral lime and rubbed on breast. The treatment is
repeated several times if necessary.

APPENDIX 3: GLOSSARY OF ALUNE TERMS

ai ‘watai a plant which can be used as a medicine; a plant which has healing
properties

biane midwife

hela’e to exorcise; to remove an evil spirit from a person through the use of
incantations

‘basa to be possessed: to go into a trance in order to determine the cause of
an illness or the source of a problem

‘era to be ill, be in pain

‘nau the process of divination: to try to find the source of an illness or prob-
lem using a variety of aids

‘nipa’we kind of plant (Hornstedtia sp., Zingiberaceae), used as a tool in divina-
tion

‘wate protection charm

lanite sky

lau common palm civet, principally arboreal. Healers who use incanta-

lepate mlerude

lerue

tions may not eat this animal because it is asserted that the civet cat
gave them some of their knowledge of healing

a healing register spoken prior to treating certain injuries with incan-
tations

to heal by ‘blowing’ an incantation over someone
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