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Preface to
the Seventh Edition



Most general historians of Southeast Asia, with the notable exceptions of D. G. E. Hall, Georges Coedes, and John F. Cady, have given an undue emphasis to the period of European rule. They have consequently treated the pre-European period merely as a prologue to the understanding of colonial rule. Such a treatment, condemned first by the Dutch scholar J. C. van Leur as providing a Eurocentric view regarding Indonesian history, for example, “from the deck of the ship, the ramparts of the fortress, the high gallery of the trading house,” is unacceptable to most contemporary historians. On the other hand, the Indian historian-diplomat K. M. Panikkar, a well-known partisan of the Asiacentric viewpoint, has conceded that, qualitatively speaking, the changes brought by Western rule could only be described as “revolutionary.” There is no denying that most of the present-day economic, communications, and educational patterns of the region’s independent states owe much to the colonial period. Therefore, while focusing on the activities of the indigenous people, I have felt compelled to treat the colonial period as more than an “interlude.” A fairly large section of the book consequently is concerned with Western activity in the region and the indigenous reaction to it.


This book is the product of four decades of teaching courses in Southeast Asian history and separately on Vietnam, at the University of California, Los Angeles. I appreciate the contribution of many a bright student who raised questions or offered comments during innumerable discussions in and out of the classroom. These have helped immensely in clarifying my ideas on a wide range of historical problems concerning Southeast Asia. I am also thankful to the many scholars whose monographs, translations, and articles provided a research base for much of what is included in this book. The notes, which I have deliberately kept to the minimum, are an inadequate acknowledgment of my debt to those scholars; the bibliography at the end of the volume is a truer measure of it.


In a treatment of a region like Southeast Asia, with its diverse ethnic units, states, and two millennia of historical development, there are bound to be gaps in information. In fact, I have tried not to clutter the book with too many details unless they represent major historical landmarks or have relevance for illuminating a point. After all, modern history writing is not just a record of every event so much as a recollection of and reflection upon the more significant of the happenings. What is attempted here is a broad survey of trends and currents in the historical panorama of the region, combining thematic and chronological approaches.


In the aftermath of the dissolution of Western colonial regimes and the advent of independence, many newly freed peoples adopted new place-names. Thus, some of the previous editions of this book used the changed nomenclature: from the Dutch East Indies to Indonesia, Celebes to Sulawesi, and Dutch Borneo to Kalimantan. A resurgent Thailand, which never fell formally under Western colonial domination, dropped its old name, Siam, twice—in the 1930s and 1940s—finally to settle in 1949 on Prathet Thai or Thailand. When Cambodia became Communist in 1975, its name was changed to Kampuchea; on April 30, 1989, contrary to the general trend, its colonial name, Cambodia, was readopted. The Vietnamese Communists marked their victory in 1975 by renaming Saigon after Ho Chi Minh. Burma became Myanmar on June 18, 1989, and its capital, Rangoon, became Yangon. Most scholars, journalists, the country’s iconic leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, and even Myanmar government publications, however, continue to refer to the people of that country as Burmese and the majority community as Burmans.


The seventh edition involves a number of valuable and essential changes over the previous one. First, chapters 19 to 27 dealing with the postindependence developments in the states of Southeast Asia have been updated to include the more significant happenings in each of those countries until the middle of 2012. In this, more coverage has been given to Myanmar, where the military had partially yielded in 2010 to the long-term demands of the movement led by the National League for Democracy under the most remarkable, peaceful, and nonviolent leadership of the Nobel Prize–winning Aung San Suu Kyi, daughter of the father of the independence movement, Aung San. Her release from house confinement and successful bid for election to the parliament and the dramatic improvements in her country’s relations with the rest of the world had to have adequate and significant coverage. So did the rise of Yingluck Shinawatra to the position of prime minister of the neighboring Thailand and the improvement of its relations with Myanmar. The revision entails the consolidation of ASEAN and its consideration of the South China Sea and China’s claim to most of it and, therefore, to the exclusive access to underwater mineral and oil wealth. Apart from such updating of the text, the bibliography has been thoroughly revised to include about one hundred new items and removing an almost equal number. The chronology too has been updated to include important events in the Southeast Asian region, taking note also of what was happening contemporaneously elsewhere in Asia.


I must record here my appreciation of the assistance received from several persons. Drafts of this manuscript were read in part or as a whole by several professional colleagues and graduate students. I am particularly thankful to Professors Mark McLeod and the late Ingelise Lanman and Professors Arnold Kaminsky and Damon Woods, who read the entire manuscript from a student’s angle and later from an instructor’s standpoint and, still later, as senior scholars in the academic profession and made most valuable suggestions for improvement. My gratitude to Hubert Ho of UCLA’s History Department Computer Laboratory for helping with the mysteries of computers, particularly in preparing a revised edition. My deepest appreciation to my wife for her unfailing inspiration and encouragement at all times throughout the more than a half century of life partnership.


For the seventh edition, in particular, I want to record my deep appreciation of Professors Arnold P. Kaminsky, California State University, Long Beach; Ngo Vinh Long, University of Maine; Bruce J. Esposito, University of Hartford; and Israt Turner-Rahman, Washington State University for reviewing the book and suggesting valuable modifications. I have benefited from most of their suggestions. I wish I could adopt all of them. Both academic and market considerations have militated against such a course of action. And I want to thank certainly the most important individual in the task of processing the changes—the deletions and the additions—to make the new edition signify a marked improvement over the old one. I am referring to Priscilla McGeehon, the energetic and imaginative editorial director at Westview Press, whose editorial and public relations skills are of the highest order and whose many suggestions have made this volume so much better than it would have been.


—D. R. SarDesai





PART ONE



Cultural Heritage


This part, entitled “Cultural Heritage,” covers traditional Southeast Asia from the time small kingdoms arose in mainland Southeast Asia (the area covered by modern Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam) and in insular Southeast Asia (covering modern Malaysia, Brunei, Singapore, Indonesia, East Timor, and the Philippines).


Historians of the ancient times in Southeast Asia—whether they were French, Dutch, Indian, or Chinese—long labored on the division of the region into two cultural spheres influenced deeply by India and China. The rulers and the ruled may not then have seen the entire region as a whole, as we do in modern times, particularly after World War II and even more so since the birth of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) in 1967, with Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, and the Philippines as founding members and subsequent enrollment of Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Brunei, and Myanmar. True, two different styles of housing, dress, communications, and cuisine developed, but the region shared many common factors, such as the monsoons and the cultivation and consumption of rice as a staple.


Imperial China, since the Han times, was satisfied with the acknowledgment by the Southeast Asian polities, both mainland and insular, of Chinese hegemony through its celebrated tributary system and of direct rule over the Tongking region for very long periods (111 BCE to 939 CE and for a decade and a half in the fifteenth century). With a single exception in the eleventh century of direct rule over Srivijaya in West Indonesia for more than two decades, the Indian influence was pervasive throughout the region from about the beginning of the Common Era, when small states were born and chose to invite Indian Brahmans and other conduits of culture to their courts. North Vietnam was possibly the only exception to resist Indian control, instead falling under the spell of Chinese literature, court etiquette, and Confucian political philosophy, to mention only a few aspects of life and culture.


Another distinction made by analysts, historical or political, has hinged on the major religions in Southeast Asia. Roughly speaking, considerable parts of insular Southeast Asia—including Malaysia, Indonesia, and the southern Philippines—are overwhelmingly Muslim. The conversion of such large numbers beginning in the thirteenth century and becoming a massive wave in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries applied in two contexts. First was the conversion of people from Hinduism and Buddhism in Malaya and Indonesia without abandoning the predominant Hindu-Buddhist culture. Those who were responsible for the conversion came from India, a land conventionally acceptable to Southeast Asians as a cultural source. The shift occurred in the same way Hinduism and Buddhism had taken hold in the first millennium CE: without the use of force or political pressure. Second, as the Portuguese advanced through Southeast Asian waters seeking “spices and Christians,” as Vasco da Gama had declared when he first landed in Calicut in South India, the people and their rulers living along the path of the Portuguese advance converted to Islam to escape forcible conversion to Christianity. Eventually, Southeast Asia became home to more Muslims than lived in any other region, such as the Middle East or South Asia.


Post–World War II historiography and the emergence of independent states in Southeast Asia not only underline the existence of a cultural infrastructure prior to the advent of the Indian culture, but also highlight that Indian influence arose through a deliberate choice by the region’s numerous rulers to prohibit adoption of certain Indian cultural elements, particularly its caste system and the declining importance of women in India. The pervasive Indian influence in art and architecture, language and literature, dance and music, and court etiquette and legal structure has not been denied by modern writers. Indeed, these commentators have rightly underlined the substructure already existing. This was true not only in art and architecture but also in music and dress, notably in the Indonesian gamelan (musical group) and batik (hand-printed fabric). The predominantly Hindu-Buddhist culture in both the mainland and the insular regions was not replaced in cultural terms by the advent of Islam, mainly in the insular region from about the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries.


The whole of Southeast Asia never came under the rule of a single person or dynasty. On the mainland, the Khmers created the largest empire, which at its height in the ninth to the thirteenth centuries embraced the region from Lower Burma (Myanmar), Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam. There were large polities in insular Southeast Asia, but they did not cover the entire region, although modern historians of Indonesia cite an exception among the early Majapahit rulers, notably under Prime Minister Gajah Mada (1331–1364). In addition, during one short period in the second half of the eighth century, an insular ruler from Java’s Sailendra dynasty apparently conquered and ruled over large portions of Cambodia and central and South Vietnam. As discussed in the second part of this book, none of the Western colonial powers was able to bring all of Southeast Asia under a common rule.


Important sources for historians of Southeast Asia’s early past are Chinese records, both governmental and travelers’ accounts. Although inscriptions appeared in South Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, and Central Vietnam, they were much fewer than the Chinese accounts. The Chinese tradition of maintaining court records, including the accounts of tribute bearers from the “barbarian” vassal kingdoms in Southeast Asia, has yielded a mine of valuable information for historians. This does not mean the Southeast Asians lacked regard for history; they too produced documents, notably in “independent” Vietnam after it overthrew the millennium-long Chinese direct rule. The shorter Chinese direct rule (1407–1428) over Vietnam after the Ming invasion was condemned by the Vietnamese for many reasons, one of which was the brutal and systematic removal by the Chinese and, in some cases, destruction of all Vietnamese books, which were replaced with Chinese classics. The periodic Cham invasions from the South also helped to destroy Vietnamese documentation.


Part One sets the tone for the book, inasmuch as it deals with the traditions of the peoples of Southeast Asia, traditions that, in most parts, apply to both urban and rural populations, especially the latter. Rural dwellers account for more than 75 percent of the population, a demographic that modernity has not overtaken.


Part One also includes the early European intrusion in insular Southeast Asia. It began with the Portuguese conquest of Malacca in 1510 and was followed, after almost a century, by the English, the Dutch, the French, and even by the Spaniards in the Philippines. Except for the last, European contacts with the indigenous people were overwhelmingly coastal and commercial in this early period. Because there was only minor cultural contact, Europeans had only negligible influence over the region. This changed from the middle of the eighteenth century, when territorial conquest replaced what was until then predominantly a trading activity.
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The Land and Its People


THE REGION’S NAME AND SIGNIFICANCE


The term Southeast Asia is of recent origin. It became popular during World War II, when the territories south of the Tropic of Cancer were placed under Lord Louis Mountbatten’s Southeast Asia command. The command included Sri Lanka, and at least one study covers that island country along with Southeast Asia because of “similar” experience with Portuguese, Dutch, and British colonialism and because it is “closely related to the Malay Archipelago.”1 On the other hand, D. G. E. Hall excluded the Philippines in the first edition of his monumental History of SouthEast Asia because that country lay outside the region’s mainstream of historical developments.2 Most scholars presently use the term Southeast Asia to include the geographical areas bounded by the states of Myanmar (formerly Burma), Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei, Indonesia, Timor Leste, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and the Philippines.


Older books on Southeast Asia designated it variously but mostly in reference to either of the two large neighboring countries. Thus, many British, French, and Indian scholars called it Farther India, Greater India, l’Inde Exterieure, and the Hinduized or Indianized States. On the other hand, most Chinese writings identified the region as Kun Lun or Nan Yang (Little China). Still others have referred to the landmass between India and China as Indochina, from the term French Indochina, to include Laos, Vietnam, and Cambodia. The noted geographer George B. Cressey has suggested that the region be called “Indo-Pacific,” since it lies between two oceans and cultures.3


The variety of terms is perhaps suggestive of the minimal role Southeast Asia played in world affairs until well into the twentieth century. For the famous British political geographer Halford Mackinder, Southeast Asia was a peripheral region, a part of the “rimland.” A series of events—beginning with the Japanese occupation of Southeast Asia during World War II, the independence of India and Pakistan and the rise of India as a functioning democracy, the emergence of the People’s Republic of China, and the long, drawn-out conflict and eventual unification of Vietnam—has transformed the entire region into one of the most strategic and sensitive areas of the world. To use Mackinder’s geopolitical term, it is the “heartland” of our times. Until the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, both the superpowers were vitally interested in the politics and the economic potential of the region. Neither of them would permit Beijing to bring the states of Southeast Asia into a subservient relationship, as China had done periodically over the previous two millennia. Such an eventuality would enlarge the parameters of the Communist world, enhance China’s power, and deny the Southeast Asian peoples the fruits of freedom that most of them had secured after bitter struggles against Western rule. Besides, dominance by any single power might deprive the rest of the world of the largely unexploited, immense, and precious mineral and oil deposits of the area, in addition to denying an easy access from the Pacific to the Indian Ocean. The last is a matter of the gravest concern for Japan, whose survival as an economic and industrial giant depends upon the transportation of oil and raw materials from the Middle East, Africa, India, and Southeast Asia as well as the ability to dispatch finished goods to the markets of all these areas and Europe through the Southeast Asian sea-lanes. It should be noted that at any given time, there is a Japanese tanker or freighter situated almost every one hundred nautical miles in the Indian Ocean area. Thus, Southeast Asia may have been a marginal area during most of recorded history, but the various factors briefly outlined here have underlined its strategic importance and made it (along with the Middle East) a potential tinderbox of a global conflict in the past three decades.


The Southeast Asian region is not a unit in the religious, historical, geographical, or ethnic sense. There are at least four different religions in Southeast Asia: Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Christianity. Historically, the region never underwent political consolidation, as India and China did. In fact, colonial history has only helped to enhance separatist development among Southeast Asian peoples. Five non-Asian powers ruled the region until various times in the twentieth century: the British in Myanmar, Malaysia, and Singapore; the Dutch in Indonesia; the French in Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam; the Americans in the Philippines; and the Portuguese in East Timor. Only Thailand managed to remain free. The differing orientations of each of these colonies in the spheres of administration, education, trade, currency, and shipping, to mention only the most important aspects, have been responsible for erecting additional barriers between Southeast Asian people that impede easy and effective communication among them.


ECOLOGICAL SETTING


Geographically, Southeast Asia is included in the Monsoon Belt and, except for a small portion of Myanmar, located between the tropics. However, nature has divided the land here as nowhere else in any of the Asian segments, effectively fractionalizing it into diverse social and political units. This fragmentation complicates any attempt to develop a common approach to the entire region.


Southeast Asia can be seen as two geographical regions: “mainland” Southeast Asia, to include the countries of Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam, and “insular” Southeast Asia, comprising Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei, Indonesia, Timor Leste, and the Philippines. The inclusion of Malaysia in the latter group is justified by the Malay Peninsula’s greater exposure to the sea and its ethnic, cultural, religious, and geographical affinities with Sumatra and Java. Indonesia and the Philippines are groups of islands, large and small, fertile and barren; there are seventeen thousand in Indonesia and seven thousand in the Philippines. Along with Malaysia and the Philippines, the Indonesian islands constitute the Malay world.


Some physiographers advocate a separate treatment for the Philippines and Sulawesi (the Celebes) because of their location between two geological shelves: the Sunda platform, covering Borneo, Sumatra, Java, and the Malay Peninsula to the west, and the Sahul platform, linking New Guinea and Australia. Between these two “massifs” lies a transitional zone of deep valleys in the seas around the Philippines and Sulawesi, at least partly responsible for the unusual configuration of those islands. In the Sunda-platform area, the sea is often only a few hundred feet deep, in contrast to the six- or seven-mile depth of ocean troughs east of the Philippines. This geographical factor explains why the Philippines lacked much historical relationship with the rest of Southeast Asia before the advent of Islam in the middle of the second millennium of the Christian era.


Mainland Southeast Asia is noted for its diverse mountain ranges and rivers running north-south, most of them originating in Tibet. Following George Cressey, one might imagine eastern Tibet as a “complex knot or core area from which great mountain ranges radiate like the arms of an octopus,” dividing the Asian peoples.4 Thus, the Arakan Mountains stand between India and Myanmar; the Dawna, the Bilauktaung, and the Tenasserim between Myanmar and Thailand, passing farther through Malaya; and the Annam range between Laos and Vietnam, cutting the latter in two. Finally, such ranges as Nu Shan, Kaolikung Shan, Wuliang Shan, and Ailao Shan together separate Southeast Asia from China. The principal rivers and streams also flow north-south, providing little help in east-west communications. The numerous river basins, which have become the principal areas of human settlement, are hundreds of miles apart. The primary rivers of mainland Southeast Asia are the Irrawaddy, the Chindwin, and the Salween in Myanmar; the Chao Phraya in Thailand; the Song Koi (Red River) and Song Bo (Black River) in North Vietnam; and the international stream of the Mekong, passing through Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and South Vietnam. These rivers meander over hundreds of miles, bringing rich alluvial deposits to the deltas, which are like gateways open to the Indian Ocean. Four richly fertile deltas created by these rivers—the Lower Myanmar, central Thailand, Tongking, and Mekong—constitute the most populous areas of mainland Southeast Asia but are hundreds of miles apart. On the other hand, rapids in the northern reaches of the rivers obstruct intraregional travel and trade. Thus, the physical features of mainland Southeast Asia, with its numerous mountains and valleys, rivers and rapids, have militated against the development of a common focal point in the region.


Except for equatorial latitudes, where rainfall is well distributed throughout the year, most of the Southeast Asian region is affected by the monsoons. The monsoons—southwest and northeast—are a factor the region’s inhabitants must reckon with in cultivating their crops and navigating in open seas. Precipitation averaging one hundred inches annually comes with the southwestern monsoon winds that hit the leeward side of the various mountain ranges between late May and the middle of September and with the northeastern monsoons that bring the much-needed rains between December and February. The accompanying gusty winds, developing at times into devastating hurricanes and typhoons, compel the mostly nonpowered boats to sail only in the direction of the winds and at times wait three to four months for a change of winds before resuming their return journeys. The Monsoon Belt is generally synonymous with the Rice Belt; most of Southeast Asia is known for both dry- and wet-rice cultivation. Rice is the principal crop and staple diet of the people of the region. Rice cultivation began in Myanmar and Thailand around 3500 BCE, though the technique of wet-rice cultivation may not have been known in Southeast Asia until after the impact of Indian culture in the beginning of the Christian era.5 The much-awaited monsoons are often erratic, requiring sophisticated hydraulic controls to ensure water supply. Such equipment and techniques were devised and mastered in ancient times by agrarian leaders, who often assumed political and spiritual leadership as well. The location of houses and temples (preferably on elevated ground), the tapering design of the roofs, and the drainage and irrigation systems are conditioned by the often merciless monsoons flooding the dwelling areas and causing untold miseries to the population.


PREHISTORIC ROOTS


Early Man in Java


Archaeological discoveries in the past one hundred years, notably in Java, have pushed our knowledge of Southeast Asia to a couple of million years ago. The oldest of the skulls found was that of a child, at Mojokerto in eastern Java, belonging to the species Homo erectus, which is deemed to have evolved from the first tool-making ancestor of the human species, H. habilis, some 1.5 million years ago. The skull was found with the Jetis mammalian fauna along riverbeds dating between 3 million and 1 million years old. Archaeologists also found, at Sangiran in central Java, mandible fragments of a very large-jawed creature named Meganthropus palaeojavanicus. Although some scholars have opined that this being might have been contemporaneous with H. habilis, whose remains were found in Olduvai Gorge in Tanzania (and whose estimated age is 1.5–2 million years), it is considered more likely that M. palaeojavanicus falls within the category of H. erectus.6


Most of the fossils were discovered, however, at Trinil on the bank of the Solo River in central Java in 1892 and are dated roughly between 1 million and 300,000 years ago. Estimates of the cranial capacity of the skulls in this group range between 750 and 1,125 cubic centimeters. It is supposed that “Java Man” had an almost upright body stance and may have been a contemporary of the ten-foot-tall pongids called Gigantopithecus blacki, who lived over a wider region, from southern Kwansi to the fairly open expanses of western Indonesia, from the Pliocene to the Middle Pleistocene epochs. According to Franz Weidenrich, these giant ancestors of man were the progenitors of a series of diminishing forms evolving into Meganthropus and Pithecanthropus (H. erectus).7


There is only one fossil group of eleven calvaria (partial skulls) and two tibiae (the tibia is the inner bone of the lower leg) found in Java to represent the gap between H. erectus and modern man. This find, made in the early 1930s at Ngandong on the bank of the Solo River, also yielded extensive remains of fauna—twenty-five thousand mammalian bones—indicating cohabitation of a wide variety of animals, including cattle, elephants, panthers, pigs, deer, and hippopotamuses, in what must have been a grassland environment. Estimates of the age of “Solo Man” vary considerably. T. Jacob places him between 100,000 and 60,000 years ago; Peter Bellwood hypothesizes that he may be of much older vintage, perhaps the progenitor in “the direct line of evolution of modern men, particularly the Australoids, in Southeast Asia.” He agrees with Weidenrich and Carleton Coon that the Australoids (and the Mongoloids) are lineal descendants in Southeast Asia of H. erectus,8 with Solo Man and the Wajak Man of Java marking the intermediate stages in the transition. This would imply that Solo Man did not become extinct and that his genes could be flowing in modern Australoids, such as the Sakais of Malaya and the populations of southern Celebes and Enggano and of the Mentawai islands off the coast of Sumatra.


As for the larger picture of distribution of prehistoric humans in Southeast Asia, it would appear that Mongoloids and Australoids mingled in the region for a long time. According to Bellwood, because of the lack of major barriers to north-south movements, the population of H. sapiens sapiens, or modern man, “evolved in a pre-existing situation of clinal variation,” with predominantly Mongoloid characteristics in the North and Australoid in the South and without a distinct line of separation as such. Eventually, the Mongoloids replaced the Australoid population, which had predominated in Southeast Asia, Papua, and Australia for a long time. The Australoid population survives to this date in Southeast Asia as isolated pockets of Negritos, known as the Semang in Kedah and Perak, the Pangan in Kelantan, and the Aetas in the Philippines. Bellwood, however, warns us: “We should interpret the idea of replacement with care, by envisaging a complex situation with gene flow between the two already highly varied human races, who may have been part of a single clinal distribution in the first place. It would be naive in the extreme to envisage mass migrations of identical Mongoloid populations swamping and exterminating their Australoid predecessors.”9


The Hoabinhian Technocomplex


An early stage of the social and economic evolution of societies in Southeast Asia is provided by the Hoabinhian culture, first discovered in North Vietnam but later known to have existed over an extensive area from southern China to northern Sumatra.


The term Hoabinhian was first used in 1927 when Madeleine Colani reported on excavations in nine rock shelters in the North Vietnamese province of Hoa- Binh, southwest of Hanoi. Since then, additional limestone rock shelters have been excavated in North Vietnam, central and northern Malaya, Thailand, Cambodia, northern Sumatra, and southern China. Noted for pebble and flake-tool industry, most of these sites have yielded evidence of the beginnings of horticulture, pottery, and edge grinding of stone tools roughly falling in the pre-Neolithic period, from 13,000 to 4000 BCE. It is suggested that a similar economy and technocomplex may have covered a much larger area in western parts of insular Southeast Asia, which may have been obliterated during the last glaciation, between 14,000 and 7,000 years ago. Some variations in the components of the Hoabinhian technocomplex are seen, for example, in North Vietnam in the more recent excavations in the coastal shell midden at Quynh-Van; there tools are of flaked basalt, and pebble tools and edge-ground tools are missing or absent.


In general, it may be said that the Hoabinhians engaged both on land and at sea in hunting, food gathering, and fishing. They were the first to practice the art of horticulture in Southeast Asia, though it is not firmly established whether they carried out intentional planting or whether the plants underwent genetic changes from their former wild forms. In the Spirit Cave in northeastern Thailand, archaeologists found remains of a variety of edible plants and nuts, including the betel nut, providing perhaps the earliest evidence of the common South and Southeast Asian practice of chewing betel nut. Also in evidence at the site are remains of mammals like cattle, rhinoceroses, pigs, and deer, and coastal and lake sites have varieties of shellfish. No evidence of rice cultivation exists among the Hoabinhians, although the roots of such a practice may lie in the incipient horticulture, particularly closer in time to the Neolithic age. There is also some evidence that the Hoabinhians domesticated pigs. The Hoabinhian sites also testify to contracted or flexed burials, mostly with the pottery of the time.


THE HUMAN FABRIC IN HISTORICAL TIMES


Just as Tibet is the source of the major rivers of mainland Southeast Asia, southern China and eastern Tibet were sources of the region’s population. Indeed, some migration southward had been taking place for nearly two millennia before the Chinese political consolidation in the third century BCE. Thus, the Miao, Lolo, and Yao people, who today inhabit the mountainous terrain of North Vietnam, northern Thailand, Hainan, and southern China, may have moved from their habitat in the lower-middle Yangtze River sometime prior to the Han rule in China (202 BCE–220 CE). Chinese records around 110 BCE indicate the presence of Kadai speakers (Kadai is linguistically related to Thai) dwelling in the areas of Gweichow, Hunan, and Gwangsi, from where they most likely moved to North Vietnam. Such migration was limited in numbers compared with the large-scale exodus from China during the first millennium of the Christian era. It was during the latter period that most of the ancestors of the people of Myanmar, Vietnam, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand migrated, mostly along the course of the rivers to the fertile plains and islands of Southeast Asia.


The largest ethnic element in today’s Southeast Asia is the brown-skinned Malay, inhabiting Malaysia, Brunei, Indonesia, and the Philippines. It is believed that the original home of the Malays was southern China, from where they moved southward at two different times. First, the Proto-Malays, having a clearer Mongoloid strain, arrived in Southeast Asia in about 2500 BCE, bringing with them elements of Neolithic culture. They were followed by the Deutero-Malays, who migrated in around 300 BCE and probably introduced bronze and iron to the area. Ancestors of the bulk of the present population of Malaya and Indonesia, the Deutero-Malays soon acquired control of the coastal districts as they pushed the Proto-Malays into the interior. In the process, very few groups successfully resisted the loss of cultural identity. Such were the ancestors of the Bataks of Sumatra, the Dyaks of Borneo, and the Alfurs of the Celebes and of the Moluccas. The Deutero-Malays spread throughout insular Southeast Asia, diffusing a common culture and a related language.


Closest to the source of migrations was Burma, renamed Myanmar in 1989, which received a variety of ethnic groups from Tibet and southern China. Among dozens of such groups, six stand out significantly because of their numbers and historical roles: the Mons, Shans, Karens, Chins, Kachins, and Burmans. Burmans, from whom the country took its name and who account for three-fourths of its population, are predominant in the lowlands, in urban centers, and in all avenues of public life. Not all the Burmese minorities have easily identifiable separate physical characteristics, yet there are distinct differences in their way of life that have fostered a sense of separatism among them. With the exception of the Mons, the minorities are clustered in the frontier highland states named after them, which under the British administration were called “excluded districts” and placed under special frontier political jurisdiction. Independent Myanmar’s efforts, under both civilian and military regimes, to bring about an emotional integration of the country’s diverse ethnic groups have not succeeded so far.


There is no agreement among scholars on the chronology of migrations of these ethnic groups into Myanmar. The Mons from southwestern China or northeastern India and the Karens from eastern Tibet migrated to Myanmar sometime before the beginning of the Christian era. After some period of settlement in the fertile Kyaukse plain of northern Myanmar, the Mons moved southward, occupying Lower Myanmar and the districts east of the Salween River in present-day Thailand; the Karens lived in the mountains separating the two Mon settlements. Next to arrive were the Chins, who probably crossed the lower Himalayan hills into western Myanmar in the early centuries of the first millennium CE. Their movement into the river valleys was stalled by the pressure of the Burmans, who began filtering in from eastern Tibet and Yunnan around 500 CE. Two centuries later, the Thai migrations began from Yunnan. One of the directions they took was toward the eastern hills of Myanmar, where they came to be known as the Shans. Last, the Kachins moved into northern Myanmar, where they are still predominant in the hilly province named after them.


A people closely related in language and race to the Mons were the Khmers, whose original home has been a subject of controversy among scholars. They migrated along with their cousins, the Mons, sometime around 2000 BCE, either from southwestern China or from the Khasi hills in northeastern India. Whereas the Mons followed the course of the Salween into Lower Myanmar and central Thailand, the Khmers moved along the Mekong into Cambodia. Here they mixed with people of Malay stock who already inhabited the area, driving most of them into the highlands. The Khmers eventually spread into the eastern littoral of mainland Southeast Asia, concentrating for the most part in Cambodia and South Vietnam. More than 85 percent of the present Cambodian population claims Khmer ancestry.


T’ai, or Thai, is an ethnic term applicable to diverse peoples in Asia. Presently numbering more than 50 million, they are known by different ethnic names in the areas of their settlement: as Lao in Laos and northeastern Thailand, Shan in northeastern Myanmar, Yunnan Thai in southern China, Tribal Thai in North Vietnam, and Thais in Thailand. The Thai movement southward from their original home in southern China was slow but steady, covering the period between the eighth and thirteenth centuries of the Christian era. For a considerable time, they occupied the vast plateau extending over eastern Myanmar, northern Thailand, and northern Laos. They filtered along the Salween into the Shan region of Myanmar along the Mae Ping and the Chao Phraya in Thailand and along the Mekong in Laos. Of the various communities that migrated from China to Southeast Asia, only the Thais and the Vietnamese had significant contact with the Chinese civilization before migration.


The Vietnamese were long believed to have migrated from Tibet. More modern theories point to a mixture of many stocks, Mongoloid and non-Mongoloid. According to these hypotheses, an Austro-Indonesian tribe inhabiting the Chinese provinces of Guangdong and Guangxi mixed with the Mongoloid ancestors of the Viets (known to the Chinese as Yueh). The Viets, who migrated into the Red River Delta around the third century BCE, came into contact with the Mongoloid Thai because the latter invaded the Tongking Delta in the eighth century CE. The mixed heritage of the Vietnamese is certainly responsible for the monotonic Indonesian and the variotonic Mongoloid elements in the Vietnamese language. It also explains why the Vietnamese share a variety of animistic beliefs, which are common to all Austro-Indonesian peoples.


No demographic picture of Southeast Asia would be complete without the mention of two numerically small but economically important communities: the Indians and the Chinese. Indian minorities are found in every country of the region, most notably in Myanmar, Malaysia, and Singapore, which were, like India, parts of the British Empire. Most of them migrated in the nineteenth century as laborers on rubber plantations, rice fields, docks, and government construction projects. Others followed them as traders and moneylenders. Among the region’s total population, those of Indian origin account for fewer than 2 million, whereas the Chinese are seven times that number, forming the preponderant majority in Singapore and an important minority in every other country of Southeast Asia. Chinese migrations date from the second century BCE in Vietnam but were insignificant in other Southeast Asian countries until the seventeenth century, reaching a peak in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Intelligent and industrious, most of them arrived penniless by sea from the coastal provinces of China. Hence, they are known as “overseas” Chinese. Through a variety of vicissitudes, trials, and tribulations, the Chinese have managed to occupy the highest economic positions in most countries of Southeast Asia.


Tables 1.1 and 1.2 indicate the ethnic distribution in Southeast Asia. Unfortunately, due to the unsettled political conditions in some of these nations, data for both ethnic and total populations may be incorrect. This is particularly so for Cambodia, where an estimated 1 million to 3 million people have died of starvation or were killed during the Pol Pot regime (1975–1978), and for Vietnam, whose population may have been reduced by a million “boat people” leaving Vietnam after 1975 for different shores.


THE CULTURAL CONTEXT


Prehistoric Culture


There is no doubt that before the Indian cultural influence became widespread, Southeast Asia had fostered an indigenous culture. To be sure, it was not homogeneous, nor was it evenly spread. Yet certain common characteristics linked the peoples who developed a culture in the mainland deltas and those in the fertile, low-lying plains of Java. Long before the historical era, they had built up a society and organization of their own, based on irrigated cultivation, sharing the benefits and problems common to the inhabitants of monsoon Asia.


TABLE 1.1Distribution of Population in Mainland Southeast Asia (in thousands), 2008 (estimate)
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TABLE 1.2Distribution of Population in Insular Southeast Asia (in thousands), 2008 (estimate)
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Total Population of Southeast Asia: 522,134,000 (2008 estimate)


Based on: World Health Organization, Reports; United Nations Demographic Yearbooks; and Statesman’s Yearbooks.


A good example of the level these societies attained before the influence of Indian and Chinese cultures is provided by the Dong-son civilization, discovered in the village of that name in the Tongking Delta. This bronze-using civilization, evidenced by their bronze drums as well as axes, knives, and plates of armor, spread not only along the Vietnamese coastline but as far away as Malaya and the Flores in the Moluccas. Dating around 300 BCE,10 the Dong-son people were excellent farmers who had developed irrigation and knew the ox, buffalo, pig, and dog. Notably, they were seafarers who built canoes and guided their navigational movements with some knowledge of astronomy. Their trading contacts with the outside world must have brought them the knowledge of metallurgy. The earlier theory that bronze was introduced by China (where iron was not used until the third century BCE) and that the use of iron came with later Indian traders and settlers must now be laid to rest.11 As for religion, the art of Dong-son demonstrates the people’s practice of ancestor worship and animism. Gods were related to agriculture; temples were built on hills or elevated platforms. The ashes of the dead were buried in jars or in megalithic dolmens, although the people seemed to believe that the dead “sailed away” to someplace in the direction of the sinking sun. There was also an elaborate cosmologically oriented mythology in which the dualistic elements of mountain and sea, winged beings and water beings, and mountain dwellers and plains people provided the core themes. According to Dutch scholar N. J. Krom, before the Javanese had contact with India, they had developed three of the well-known aspects of Indonesian cultural life: the wayang, or shadow-puppet theater; the gamelan orchestra; and batik work in textiles.


Sino-Indian Influences


It is on such an indigenous substratum that the later cultural superstructure, based on Indian and Chinese influences, was erected in many parts of Southeast Asia. Yet because of the earlier separate development, the indigenous cultures never lost their identity, even as they developed similarities derived from their common borrowings, mostly Indian. Large-scale penetration by Indian and Chinese cultures began around the commencement of the Christian era, two or three centuries after the first major political consolidations in those countries in the third century BCE—China under Shi Huang Di and India under Ashoka Maurya.


Succeeding centuries saw the gradual spread of the Indian cultural and commercial domain in Southeast Asia, except in the Tongking Delta. Here, Chinese cultural and political dominance was evident. The Sino-Indian cultural demarcation was noted by a French scholar-diplomat, Reginald Le May:




On the map of Asia, there is a range of mountains running down the spine of Annam, and this range marks the boundary or dividing line between Chinese and Indian culture. Everything North and East of this range is culturally based on China, while everything West and South is based on India, and the two neither overlap nor clash.12





China succeeded in having a major effect on all of Southeast Asia in the political sphere. Beginning with the Han dynasty (202 BCE–220 CE), the Chinese Empire bordered Southeast Asia, whose rulers recognized China’s political superiority by sending periodic tribute as a mark of vassalage. Throughout most of China’s history, its rulers followed a policy of keeping the peoples on the periphery of the empire in a weak and fragmented state. In general, periods of political consolidation, stability, and strength in China coincided with periods of active intervention in and political subordination of most of the states of Southeast Asia. Conversely, there was a greater measure of autonomy and independence in Southeast Asian states when the central authority in China was questioned by the Chinese people. China required its vassals to send periodic, usually triennial, tribute to the emperor, who reciprocated with gifts of a larger value. China regarded the tribute as a symbol of political subordination and a possible channel for cultural Sinicization of the “barbarians.” The delegation carrying the tribute often consisted of a caravan of merchants, whom China offered hospitality and facilities for trading along the long and arduous route to the emperor’s court. The tributary system, which China enforced for long periods of time until the end of the twentieth century, ensured the imperial power of its paramount position while offering some economic benefits and military protection for the vassals.


Southeast Asia did not become a cultural battlefield between China and India. In the field of religion, for instance, there was no rivalry between the two great Asian peoples to save souls in Southeast Asia. On the contrary, the Chinese adopted Buddhism, which was introduced from India by way of central Asia at the court of the eastern Han emperor in the first century CE. Throughout the first millennium, scholars and pilgrims from China as well as Southeast Asia visited places of worship and scholarship in India. Many Chinese scholars and pilgrims stopped halfway in Borneo or Sumatra to learn Sanskrit and Pali before proceeding to India for advanced study. Both China and Southeast Asia were areas of Indian religious influence in this period.


Apart from religion, however, there were many aspects of the rich Chinese culture that the Southeast Asians could have adopted. But with the exception of the Vietnamese, most of Southeast Asia followed the Indian cultural patterns. The absorptive, syncretic quality of Indian culture, itself enriched by numerous strands imported by series of invaders of the Indian subcontinent, succeeded in striking roots in the Southeast Asian region, which adopted the alien cultural traits without losing its identity in the process. The relative acceptability of Indian culture may be further attributed to geographical commonness, relative lack of Indian political ambition in the region, and the state of commerce between India and Southeast Asia. At the same time, it should be noted that the exact beginnings of the Indian culture in Southeast Asia, the agency of its transmission, and the administrative mechanism of its implantation or implementation are still matters of scholarly speculation. As Ian W. Mabbett has pointed out, the process of Indianization “is nowhere reliably portrayed; what is portrayed by the earliest evidence is the operation of kingdoms already Indianized.”13


Geographically, India and Southeast Asia share the tropical monsoon climate, with all its implications for a way of life based on irrigated agriculture. In India, in the second millennium BCE, the immigrant Aryans had adopted some of the cultural traits of the pre-Aryan society. When Aryanized Indians migrated to Southeast Asia in the first millennium CE, the people there discovered among the Indian immigrants a similar cultural base, a shared substratum, some of whose traits were pre-Aryan and common to all peoples of monsoon Asia.14 In addition, apart from the solitary instance of invasion of the Srivijaya kingdom in Sumatra by the Indian king Rajendra Chola in the eleventh century CE, India did not show any political ambitions or expansionist tendency in neighboring Southeast Asia. Indian culture was welcome in Southeast Asia because it came without political strings.
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MAP 1.2 Southeast Asia: Principal Crops and Minerals


Finally, it should be noted that commerce has been an important carrier of culture throughout history. In Southeast Asia, diverse maritime peoples of the region—the Mons, the Funanese, the Chams, the Javanese, the Sumatrans, the Bugis, and others—participated in the lucrative trade among China, India, and the Western world. Traditional Chinese wariness about the sea left maritime trade largely to Indians at first and, later, to the Arabs, Persians, and Southeast Asians themselves. The overwhelming Indian participation in east-west trade brought large numbers of Indian seafarers and merchants to Southeast Asia, where the rulers were also the principal traders. Commercial contacts with the Indians must have developed in the Southeast Asian ruling elite an interest in the Indian culture.


However, the large-scale acculturation of the Southeast Asian elite on the Indian pattern could not have been the work of Indian traders, who belonged to the Vaishya class, or of sailors, who came from the Shudra group. Indeed, the prime agents of the process of Indianization were the Brahmans, the priestly class, who had monopolized knowledge of the sacred lore, rites and rituals, and customs and laws. The initiative for the Indianizing process in Southeast Asia most certainly came from the region’s ruling classes, who invited Brahmans to serve at their courts as priests, astrologers, and advisers. The Indian priesthood was used “for the magical, sacred legitimation of dynastic interests and the domestication of subjects, and probably for the organization of the ruler’s territory into a state.”15 The Brahmans introduced Indian court customs and ensured their proper observance. They also underlined the divine nature of monarchy through a variety of ritual sacrifices and ceremonies, thereby enhancing the prestige and power of the Southeast Asian rulers in the eyes of their subjects. The Brahmans also promoted administrative organization on the Indian pattern and introduced laws based on the Code of Manu, the Indian lawgiver. The process of Indianization also included the alphabetical basis (except for Vietnam) of the Southeast Asian scripts; importance of Sanskrit in the vocabulary; introduction of the Indian epics Ramayana and Mahabharata and works on a variety of subjects such as philosophy, astrology, medicine, mathematics, and the arts; and, finally, the religious lore—Brahmanic, Buddhistic, or a combination of both.


Religions and Their Role


As previously noted, at least four different religions have sizable numbers of adherents in Southeast Asia. Thus, Malaysia and Indonesia (except Bali, which follows Hinduism), Brunei, and the southern Philippines are overwhelmingly Muslim; Myanmar, Laos, Cambodia, and Thailand follow Theravada Buddhism and have more cultural borrowings from Indian influences than does Vietnam, which is culturally Chinese oriented and mostly follows Mahayana Buddhism; and the Philippines is predominantly Catholic, except in the South. A short introduction on the origins of Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam and the timing of their dissemination in Southeast Asia is useful for an appreciation of the historical developments in the region.


Buddhism. Buddhism was founded in India in the sixth century BCE. When its founder, Gautama, was born in a royal family, it was predicted that he would become either a universal king or, if he saw misery, a universal teacher. His father trained Gautama to be a great prince and kept him away from miseries. Despite such precautions, Gautama experienced four “sights”: an old man, a sick man, and a corpse—all representations of pain and misery—but the fourth “sight” was an ascetic, calm and serene. Gautama left his home, wife, and son and repaired to the forests, where after years of fasting, study, and meditation, he had “enlightenment.” He became a Buddha, or the Enlightened.


The Four Noble Truths of Buddhism state that existence is pain. Craving for delights and passions leads to rebirth and, therefore, is the cause of pain. It is essential to end the pain. This can be done through the Noble Eightfold Path of an ethical life in thought and deed. A person would then end the cycle of birth and death and attain Nirvana.


Buddhism was a religion of equality. It did not recognize idolatry or the fourfold class system of Hinduism. It had no church. Its affairs were managed democratically by a body of bhikus (monks). Among its influential converts in the third century BCE was King Ashoka of India, who sent emissaries to distant countries, including Myanmar and Sri Lanka, to spread the message of Buddhism.


By the first century CE, a major schism had divided the Buddhist faith into the Mahayana (greater vehicle, or conveyance to salvation) and Theravada (lesser vehicle). The principal difference between the two sects hinged on the Mahayana concept of bodhisattva (Buddha in the becoming), according to which a meritorious person could “save” others. Such great souls would be reborn in a higher order until they attained Nirvana, or the state of Buddha. Bodhisattvas could be worshiped and temples built for them. The Mahayana faith naturally appealed to the kings, nobility, scholars, and the elite because they could appear superior to others by virtue of the extra merit they earned through good works toward others. Mahayana used Sanskrit, whereas Theravada used the languages of the masses, including Pali and Magadhi in India. Mahayana employed pomp and pageantry and imagery in sculptured panels around the temples; Theravada had only images of Buddha in simpler religious edifices. Mahayana followers could save themselves as well as others through good, meritorious deeds; Theravada followers believed that each individual had to work for personal salvation and that all human beings were equal. Beginning in the second century CE, the Mahayana faith spread to China and then to Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. By the end of the first millennium, Buddhism was completely overwhelmed by resurgent Hinduism within India. Only pockets of Buddhism remained on the Indian subcontinent, although Theravada Buddhism flourished in Sri Lanka and Lower Myanmar.


Along with Hinduism, Buddhism—Mahayana and Theravada—spread from India to Funan, Angkor, Sumatra, and Java in the first millennium. However, after the eleventh-century conversion of a Burmese monarch, Anawratha, to Theravada, the latter spread rapidly in mainland Southeast Asia and became the dominant faith of the people of Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia, whereas most of the Vietnamese followed a modified form of Mahayana Buddhism.


Hinduism. Hinduism evolved in India over centuries of development of religious life and thought. It began with the four Vedas (books of knowledge) and the commentaries thereon, dated between 1500 and 500 BCE. Despite the multiplicity of gods, there is a monotheistic strain in its belief in the Supreme Being, Brahma (the Creator), and its twin manifestations, Vishnu (the Preserver) and Shiva (the Destroyer), together forming the Trinity. Its cosmology includes the sacrifice of the primeval being from whose limbs sprang the four varnas (classes): the Brahmans (priests, scholars, astrologers) from the mouth; the Kshatriyas (warriors) from the arms; the Vaishyas (traders) from the thighs; and the Shudras (menials) from the feet. Around the eighth century BCE, the classes became somewhat rigid, and the religion came to be controlled by Brahmans, who emphasized sacrifice and its attendant rituals at which they officiated as being essential to maintain the rita (world order). Around the sixth to fifth century BCE, a number of philosophical treatises—the Upanishads—raised fundamental questions of the meaning of life and death, the microworld of the soul (Atman), and the macrocosmos of the world spirit (Brahman). The Ultimate Reality involved the blending of the Atman and the Brahman.


Central to the evolving Hinduism were the doctrine of the transmigration of souls and the doctrine of karma, the fundamental law of cause and effect by which one’s deeds in the present birth are rewarded or punished in the next birth, which may correspondingly be in happier or unhappier conditions. Karma did not exclude free will, since one’s karma could be improved upon through a life based on ethical values and the pursuit of knowledge, meditation, or devotion to God. Such a life could also be the “path” to destroy the cycle of births, deaths, and rebirths and thus to attain moksha (salvation).


Around the beginning of the Christian era, when India’s contacts with Southeast Asia increased, the Hindu social system had rigidified in terms of its four varnas and had evolved further into microfunctional groups of castes and subcastes. The place of women in society had slipped, and a fifth class, the Untouchables, largely involving “unclean” occupations, such as disposal of carcasses, tanning, and scavenging, had emerged.


The Hindu society, overwhelmingly the Brahmans, produced a prolific and profound literature in many genres, including epic stories, systems of philosophy, and theoretical treatises on fine arts and music. Among the peak periods of Hindu cultural efflorescence and its spread in Southeast Asia was the Gupta period (320–550 CE).


Islam. The founder of Islam, Muhammad, was born in Mecca, Arabia, in 570 CE. He had divine revelations while leading trading caravans in the desert. His preachings infuriated influential people in Mecca, leading to Muhammad’s hegira (flight) to Medina in 622, a date that marks the commencement of the Islamic era. Eight years later, Muhammad returned to Mecca at the head of his armed believers. In 632, two years after he had made Mecca headquarters of his religion, Muhammad died.


The religion Muhammad preached was simple and easy to follow. The Five Pillars of Islam required profession of faith in Allah (the Arabic name of God) and Muhammad as the only prophet, prayers five times a day, the giving of alms, fasting during the month of Ramadan (no eating or drinking between sunrise and sunset), and the making of a pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in a lifetime. Islam preached brotherhood of all believers and equality of men before God, irrespective of color, race, or class (but not gender). There were specific injunctions against the use of intoxicants and the consumption of pork. By 651 the series of divine revelations made to the Prophet were compiled in the Koran. The book has remained ever since the ultimate authority in political, economic, legal, and ethical matters of Muslims.


Muhammad maintained that God had finally and completely revealed himself only to him. Christianity and Judaism were partial revelations; as such, their followers should be tolerated as “people of the Book.” Others were termed infidels, to be put to death if they refused to convert to Islam. Muhammad’s inspiration led hordes of Arabs out of their homeland “with Koran in one hand and sword in the other” to reduce dar-ul-harb (country at war) to dar-ul-Islam all over the Middle East, North Africa, and the Iberian Peninsula within a century of Islam’s birth.


Islam had no priests or formal church hierarchy. The Prophet was succeeded by a caliph, who was both the spiritual and the temporal head of the Muslim community. The followers of Islam were divided between two sects—the Shia, who believed caliphs had to be blood relatives of the Prophet, and the Sunni, who did not. The Sunnis followed four different schools of law: the Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i, and Hanbali, named after prominent Islamic scholars in jurisprudence and theology. The Shafi’i school was most dominant among Southeast Asian Muslims. From the twelfth century on, a new sect called the Sufis developed. They were mystics, who believed salvation could be attained through personal devotion to God. Sufi missionaries came closest to Indian spiritual approaches and were instrumental in bringing about large-scale conversions in India and Southeast Asia from the thirteenth century. Islam spread even faster in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in large portions of insular Southeast Asia. Today, it is the dominant religion of the people of Malaysia, Brunei, Indonesia, and the southern Philippines.
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Early Kingdoms in
Mainland Southeast Asia


FACTORS HELPING STATE FORMATION


Among the several factors responsible for the rise of principalities and kingdoms in early Southeast Asia, agriculture and maritime trade must be deemed the most important. Clusters of population and political power arose where agricultural surpluses, contributing to trade, could be built up. The vagaries of the monsoons and the physical characteristics of the land provided a challenge to people’s ingenuity and skill in organizing water control and soil conservation. Where this was achieved, agriculture prospered, as in the silt-rich deltas in mainland Southeast Asia, the plains of central Myanmar, the region around Tonle Sap Lake in Cambodia, and the central and eastern parts of Java. The relationship between agricultural prosperity and the rise of states in these areas is obvious. On the other hand, certain principalities, whose main source of revenue was trade, sprang up in relatively infertile areas of southeastern Sumatra and coastal Malaya. Their asset was their location on the India-China trade route. Among the many locations where early states emerged, the greatest advantage accrued to the delta regions of Southeast Asia, where a combination of fertile soil and proximity to the sea helped both agriculture and commerce.


The importance of trade as a factor was derived from the strategic location of the Southeast Asian realm.1 Navigation in the region was governed by the monsoons. The southwest monsoon prevailed from May to early October, the northeast monsoon between November and March. Ships from India and the western countries sailed to Southeast Asia by the southwest monsoon and halted there until the northeast monsoon would make their return journey easy. In the same fashion, ships from the east of the Malay Peninsula and beyond would take advantage of the northeast monsoon for their westward journey. From about the seventh century, the Strait of Malacca as well as the Sunda Strait became the most popular routes. Earlier, both straits were considered unsafe because of piracy; the longer distance involved in the use of the Sunda Strait made that route uneconomic as well. Shippers and traders instead favored the narrow neck of the Malay Peninsula, which provided many portage routes across the Isthmus of Kra. Goods could be unloaded on its western side and carried overland to ships waiting on the eastern side.


The earliest kingdoms known to have existed in Southeast Asia were of the Malay people, who profited as intermediaries in the east-west and Sino-Indian trade. Many small states came into being along the Malay Peninsula, some of them established by Indian adventurers, others by indigenous Malays with Indian encouragement and guidance. Two of the most notable kingdoms arose in the southern part of the Gulf of Thailand: the kingdom of Langasuka with its capital at Patani and a little northeast of it, and the kingdom of Tambralinga in the Ligor-Sri Thammarat area. The prosperity of these kingdoms was short-lived. Although strategically important for navigation and commerce, the region’s infertile soil could not sustain a large population. Larger and more powerful prosperous kingdoms—Funan and Champa—therefore grew up elsewhere on the eastern littoral of the Indo-Chinese peninsula.


FUNAN


Funan and Champa were Hindu kingdoms. The Funanese were probably earlier arrivals of the Mon-Khmer people, speaking an Austro-Asiatic language, while the Chams belonged to the Malay race and used a language of Indonesian origin. Funan is a Chinese form of an old Khmer word, bnam (modern Khmer phnom), meaning “mountain.” Our information about early Funan is derived from two sources, both belonging to the third century: a Sanskrit inscription discovered near Nha Trang in South Vietnam and fragments of an account left by two Chinese envoys to Funan, K’ang T’ai and Chu Ying.


The foundation of Funan is ascribed to an Indian Brahman, Kaundinya, who in the first century, following instructions in a dream, picked a magic bow from a temple, embarked on a merchant vessel, and reached Funan. There he defeated the local queen, Soma, daughter of the king of the Nagas (cobras), married her, and began a royal line. This legend of the mystical union between the Brahman and the serpent, giving the dynasty a dual legitimacy of Indian origin as well as roots in the popular indigenous mythology in which belief in earth, water, and snakes was important, was adopted by several Southeast Asian kingdoms, including Champa, Angkor, and Kedah, to name only a few. The cobra was regarded as the lord of the earth and therefore commanded reverence from agricultural people. The Indian Brahmans continued to be held in high esteem. According to Chinese sources, a second Kaundinya, this time from the nearby Isthmus of Kra, was welcomed in the fourth century by the Funanese, who chose him as their king, whereupon he proceeded to modify their laws to conform with the usage in India.2


Funan soon surpassed every other state in the area. With its capital at Vyadhapura (near the present Cambodian capital of Phnom Penh), it extended under its greatest ruler, Fan Shih-man (early third century), to South Vietnam, Cambodia, central Thailand, northern Malaya, and southern Myanmar. Vyadhapura and nearby Angkor remained the most important political focal points in the history of Southeast Asia for the first twelve to thirteen centuries of the Common Era. With a great fleet at its command and a fairly firm control over the sea-lanes, Funan emerged as the most important maritime intermediary in the Sino-Indian trade. Fan Shih-man promoted shipbuilding, navigation, and foreign trade. During his successor’s reign, the first embassies were sent to India and China. These missions were reciprocated; K’ang T’ai, who left a valuable account of Funan, was a Chinese envoy to that country in the middle of the third century. There is no doubt that the Funanese kings exploited the strategic position of their empire to build a commercial monopoly, setting a model for the later Srivijaya, Sailendra, and Malacca rulers to follow. Their reign, however, weighed lightly on the subject peoples in distant parts of the realm, so long as they did not challenge or obstruct Funan’s predominant role in commerce. It is very likely that the Funanese monarchs adopted the quasi-feudal pattern of an Indian maharajadhiraja (king of kings) to whom the vassals paid homage.


The tendency of the vassal states to emulate the court and customs of their overlord must have resulted, to a certain extent, in the development of a common culture. Funan’s adoption of Sanskrit as the court language and its encouragement to Hinduism and, after the fifth century, to Buddhism as well aided the process of Indianization of the whole area. According to K’ang T’ai, the principal cities in Funan were walled with brick, unlike the less prosperous ones in the Malay isthmus area, which had wooden barriers. The people in Funan were barbarian, “ugly, black, frizzy-haired,” and moved about naked and barefoot. They knew agriculture and metalworking. Taxes were paid in silver, gold, pearls, and perfumed wood. Slavery existed. The gap between the court and the elite, on the one hand, and the common people, on the other, was wide. The king lived in a multistory palace, while his subjects lived in thatched houses built on piles. Justice was rendered through trial by ordeal, which involved such practices as carrying a red-hot iron chain in hand and retrieving gold rings and eggs from boiling water.


K’ang T’ai’s account was grossly prejudiced and unfair to the Funanese, who were a highly cultured people. Chinese court annals mention a group of musicians from Funan visiting China as part of an official delegation in 263 CE. Their performance was of such a high quality that the Chinese emperor ordered the establishment of an institute for Funanese music near Nanking. As K’ang T’ai himself reported, the Funanese had books and archives. How could such people be described as “barbarians”?


Funan’s relations with China did not always remain friendly. In 270 they were strained because Funan joined neighboring Champa in attacking Tongking, at the time a province of the Chinese Empire. Commercial relations were resumed in 280. Later, in 357, Funan established a tributary relationship with China that continued until the fall of Funan in the middle of the sixth century.


CHAMPA


Champa, or Lin-yi in Chinese records, was the Sanskrit name of a kingdom in Southeast Asia, contemporaneous with Funan. Early Chinese records refer to the rebellion in 192 of a local official, Kiu-lien, who overthrew the Chinese authority and established the independent kingdom of Lin-yi near the present city of Hue. Champa included the present provinces of Quang Nam, Quang Tin, Binh Dinh, Nha Trang, Phan Rang, and Binh Tuan. The history of the relationship between China and Champa was one of alternating hostility and subservience on Champa’s part. With the reconsolidation of China under the Tsin dynasty, Champa sent the first embassy to the Chinese emperor’s court in 283. But whenever the Chinese authority in Tongking slackened, the Chams seized the opportunity and raided the northern province.


Champa came under Indian influence later than Funan, around the middle of the fourth century, when Champa absorbed the Funanese province of Panduranga (modern Phan Rang). Tall towers of kilned brick in Phan Rang, Nha Trang, Qui Nhon, Quang Tri, and Da Nang are surviving vestiges of the once-powerful Cham kingdom. Champa’s expansion southward in the areas previously controlled by Funan may have introduced the Chams to Indian culture, which they embraced enthusiastically. The kings of Champa assumed the Pallava style, their names ending with -varman, as in Bhadravarman, who built the first temple of the Hindu god Shiva. The famous Cham archaeological sites of Tra Kieu, Mison, and Dong Duong in the Quang Nam province indicate profound Pallava impact of the Amravati school of art. The Chams withstood for more than a thousand years the political and cultural pressures of China and Vietnam.


Despite the fact that the kingdom was divided into several units separated from each other by mountains, the Chams rallied dozens of times in defense of freedom against attacks by the Chinese, the Vietnamese, the Khmers, and later the Mongols. In such conflicts, Champa’s mountainous terrain and easy access to the sea provided considerable scope for military maneuvers. The Chams at last suffered a severe defeat at the hands of the Vietnamese in 1471, which restricted them to the small area south of Cap Varella around Nha Trang. More than sixty thousand Chams were killed and about half that number carried into captivity. The remnant state lingered until 1720, when it was finally absorbed by the Vietnamese, with the last Cham king and a large number of his subjects fleeing into Cambodia.


The Cham society was and is matriarchal, with daughters having the right of inheritance. Following the Hindu tradition, Chams cremated their dead, collected the ashes in an urn, and cast them into the waters. Their way of life resembled that of the Funanese. Men and women wrapped a length of cloth around their waists and mostly went barefoot. Their weapons included bows, arrows, sabers, lances, and crossbows of bamboo. Their musical instruments included the flute, drums, conches, and stringed instruments. Today, about forty thousand South Vietnamese and about eighty-five thousand Cambodians claim Cham ancestry.


THE KHMER EMPIRE


Rise of the Khmers


The people who supplanted the Funanese supremacy were the Khmers, ethnically related to the Mons of Lower Myanmar. It is not certain whether they were an altogether new ethnic group or later arrivals of the same stock to which the Funanese belonged. They called themselves the Khmers, descendants of their mythical ancestors, the wise hermit Kambu and the celestial nymph Mera. The kingdom was called Kambuja. Their ancestral home was southwestern China or northeastern India. Whereas the Mons followed the Salween-Sittang river route into Myanmar, the Khmers moved eastward along the Mekong into southern Laos and the Korat Plateau in Thailand. Here the Khmers established the state of Chenla, which became a vassal of the Funanese empire. Their new habitat was mountainous, unsuited for intensive agriculture; a drive southward toward the Mekong Delta was inevitable. By the middle of the seventh century, the restive Khmers had overthrown the Funanese overlordship. However, conquest did not bring major cultural changes because the Khmers had already assimilated Indian culture both from their Mon kinsmen to the west and from their Funanese superiors to the south.


With the conquest of Funan, the Khmers became the political successors of the Funanese, extending their authority over Lower Myanmar, the upper Malay Peninsula, central Thailand, Cambodia, and South Vietnam. They were incapable, however, of carrying on the Funanese legacy of the greatest maritime and commercial power in all Southeast Asia. Being land oriented, the Chenla Khmers were ill-equipped for their important role as intermediaries in the large-scale seaborne trade between China, India, and the West. Besides, they were divided among themselves. In 706, their kingdom was split into Upper (Land) Chenla, situated in the middle of the Mekong Valley north of the Dangrek mountain range, and Lower (Water) Chenla, covering the present Cambodia and the Mekong Delta of South Vietnam. The fragmented and disunited Khmers became exposed to threats of military and political subjugation from outside. The threat became a reality when an insular power attacked Chenla in the last decade of the eighth century.


Two different kingdoms in insular Southeast Asia attempted to exploit the situation for political and commercial benefits. The China trade, always lucrative, had increased many times over during the T’ang dynasty. The vision of subduing small trading kingdoms in mainland Southeast Asia, formerly under the Funanese sway, and incorporating them in an extended empire was intoxicating to the rulers of the islands. The rival powers were the Sumatran kingdom of Srivijaya and the Sailendra rulers of Java. Like the Funanese monarchs, the Sailendras had styled themselves “the kings of the mountain.” It was no wonder then that they vied to succeed to the symbolic role and substantial maritime and trading power that the Funanese had once enjoyed. Sailendras were the first group in Southeast Asian history to aspire to bring the insular and mainland territories under a common control. According to a tenth-century Arab travel writer, Sulayman, a Chenla king expressed the desire to have the head of a Javanese king brought before him on a dish. News of this reached the Sailendra king of Java, who in 790, under the pretext of a pleasure cruise, armed his fleet, invaded Lower Chenla, killed its king, appointed a successor to the throne, embalmed the decapitated head, placed it in an urn, and sent it to the king of Upper Chenla.


The Sailendra attacks and bid for power on mainland Southeast Asia acted as a catalyst to Khmer unity. The divided Khmers rallied under the leadership of a remarkable young man, Jayavarman II, who had spent some time at the Sailendra court as a hostage. He expelled the Sailendras and brought the dissident Khmer groups together in a common polity. Jayavarman’s long reign (802–850) helped to consolidate these early gains and lent a solid foundation to the Khmer kingdom. There were several innovations: Jayavarman shifted the focus of Khmer activity from the Mekong Delta to the region around Tonle Sap Lake in western Cambodia, and with control over the passes leading to Korat Plateau and the Menam Basin, he opened prospects for further expansion westward and northward. For the next five centuries, Angkor and its environs represented the base of Khmer power and glory.


The Devaraja Cult


An even more important decision of Jayavarman II was to revive the Devaraja (god-king) cult of Indian origin, intended to legitimize and bolster his authority over all the dissident groups among the Khmer people.3 At his capital, Mount Mahendra (modern Koulen in western Cambodia), he invited an Indian Brahman to perform an elaborate ritual, which allegedly infused into the royal person the divine essence of kingship, making him in effect a manifestation of Shiva. On top of the mountain stood numerous temples, the principal one being a pyramidal structure housing Shiva’s phallic symbol, the linga. On the death of the king, the temple would serve as the funerary site, enabling the deceased to be one with Shiva himself. The mountain temple was, like Mount Meru of the Hindu sacred tradition, regarded as the center of the universe. The king was styled chakravartin (ruler of the universe).


Closely linked with the Devaraja cult was the concept of the universe. The plan of the royal capital at Angkor reflected the world structure according to the Hindu cosmology. The capital was surrounded by a wall and a moat, just as the universe was believed to be encircled by rock and ocean. Exactly at the middle point of the capital city stood the pyramidal temple, representing the sacred mountain, with the linga at the center. The edifice was a symbol of the union between king and God, establishing harmony between the microcosmos of the human world and the macrocosmos of the divine world. Such an identity was believed to ensure the prosperity of the kingdom and its people. In practical terms, to ensure against the vagaries of nature, the king took pains to regulate the water supply through control of the elaborate hydraulic system on Tonle Sap Lake.


All this should not be taken to mean that the Khmer monarchs were exclusively followers of Shiva. In Southeast Asia in general and in the Khmer kingdom in particular, there was no conflict of loyalties in the minds of the devotees, who worshiped Shiva, Vishnu, and Buddha in the same shrine complex. Thus, in Angkor, the kings were portrayed through statuary as avatars (reincarnations of Shiva or Vishnu) or, as in the most famous of all the Khmer temples, the Bayon, as bodhisattva (Buddha in the becoming). Existing knowledge is insufficient to explain the exact religious beliefs of the Khmers. It is possible that they did not comprehend the finer points of evolving Hinduism in India or did not want to, instead seeking extra spiritual insurance through the pursuit of Hindu, Buddhist, and indigenous beliefs.


The Basis of Khmer Power


Khmer power was centered on the king, who was the divine source of all authority. He was the upholder of the established order, the defender of the faith, and the patron of the myriad religious foundations. The Khmer kings divided the society into numerous classes and corporations according to occupation. The monarchs held absolute control over social organization by virtue of their ritual position; they were social engineers who could and did appoint favored individuals to privileged social orders.4 Important state offices were held by members of the royal family. The inscriptions of the time reveal a whole hierarchy of officials, indicative of a fairly centralized and well-organized bureaucracy. Although this was true of the Angkor kingdom, the outlying provinces were at best held by loose feudal ties, more or less on the Chinese pattern of tributary states.
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Apart from the royal family and high nobility, the only other group that shared power seems to have been the priestly class. Descended from families originally imported from India, the group was periodically replenished by arrivals from the same source. These were Brahmans, who intermarried with the high nobility or Kshatriya group and formed an elite class, which largely followed a Sanskrit culture. Their rank was determined by the gold or silver shafts of the palanquin poles or the gold or silver handles of the parasols of different colors; only the king could have the white umbrella, symbolic of sovereignty, held over his head.


The economic basis of the Khmer power must have been agriculture in the rich Tonle Sap Lake region, tribute from numerous vassal states, and participation in the east-west trade. It may be assumed that the Khmers shared with insular states the extensive, international trade once carried on by their predecessor state, Funan. There is no conclusive evidence of this, although Khmer records have spotty references to Indian and Chinese textiles and other imported products.


Khmer Hydraulic System


Agriculture, therefore, must have been the most important pillar of the kingdom’s prosperity. The well-planned irrigation system, which exploited Tonle Sap Lake and brought large land areas under intensive cultivation, was crucial to Khmer economic well-being and power. The Khmer kings must have had an army of engineers and supervisory staff to build and maintain this magnificent hydraulic system.5 With the help of aerial photography, Bernard Philippe Groslier established details of this sophisticated system of water utilization. According to him, it was based on Funanese antecedents, designed “to solve the problem posed by too much and too heavy monsoon rain within too short a time.” Immense storage tanks, or barays, were constructed, one of them with a capacity of 30 million cubic meters, equipped with an ingenious device for letting off the water according to the need. Some 12.5 million acres of land were covered, carefully divided into square paddy fields and capable of yielding three or four harvests a year.6


Groslier’s thesis became the subject of a vigorous debate in the past thirty years, triggered by W. J. van Liere in 1980, who asserted that the management of water in Angkor was “either not necessary for irrigation nor did it have the characteristics required to be an irrigation system.” As Roland Fletcher pointed out, “The issue polarized . . . into an English-speaking non-utilitarian ritual posture and a ‘French’ supposedly utilitarian, hydraulic civilization.”7 This was a serious challenge to Groslier and the understanding at the time of the Khmer empire and the basis of Khmer power in the capital of Angkor and the rest of its empire extending over most of mainland Southeast Asia for several centuries.


The meticulous work done by C. Pottier and Eileen Lustig has not only demolished the anti-Groslier writing but also furnished an extensive empirical, archaeological basis for Groslier’s work.8 The Greater Angkor Project has located the inlets and outlets of the barays and excavated a “masonry spillway” that is more than one hundred feet wide at Bam Pen Reach in northern Angkor. In Lustig’s view, the hydraulic network was created not for yield intensification but for risk mitigation. In other words, the Khmer kings managed through the critical component of the hydraulic system an ensured crop to avert a famine and guarantee the kingdom’s stability. To quote Fletcher, “A small, secure yield from irrigation” was crucial “to avoid the risk of crop losses in a year with a low monsoon rainfall. The Angkor network sufficed to make up the liable shortfall.”9


The intricately designed network of canals, dams, and dikes prevented overflow of Tonle Sap Lake, protected the soil from erosion, and provided means for travel. Linked with moats of the cities, the waterways enabled transportation of materials from the quarries to the sites of the monuments. The hydraulic system thus constituted the lifeline of the Khmer economy.


Khmer greatness and glory were based on territorial conquest and commemorated in monuments. Yasovarman I, who reigned 889–900, founded the first city of Angkor, built the great reservoir at the present eastern Baray, and erected a number of temple hermitages for devotees of Shiva, Vishnu, and Buddha. Suryavarman I (1002–1050) extended the Khmer power in the Menam Valley, establishing religious foundations and making large grants of land to them so they could undertake major irrigation works to raise production and revenues for building monasteries. Suryavarman II’s (1113–1150) building of the Vishnu temple at Angkor Wat marked the high point of the Angkor civilization. He conquered and occupied Champa for two decades. During his reign, the Khmer empire extended from the frontiers of Myanmar to the south of the Red River Delta. But the greatest builder of them all was Jayavarman VII (1181–1219), who constructed a new capital city, Angkor Thom, with its famous Buddhist temple, the Bayon. The statue of the bodhisattva Lokeswara in this temple resembles the king himself. The main temple is surrounded by numerous smaller edifices adorned with statues of Buddha, bodhisattvas, Vishnu, Shiva, and a host of Hindu gods and goddesses, which are actually portraits of members of the royal family and the lesser nobility. This was an extension of the Devaraja cult, a manifestation of the belief that statues combining features of the living and the divine would help the former achieve immortality. The statues bear the names of the persons who desired their descendants to worship them after death. The city was surrounded with a thick stone wall and a moat measuring two miles along each of its four sides. During Jayavarman’s reign, the empire reached its zenith, although it might be said in retrospect that the roots of the Khmer decline were sown during his rule.


Decline of the Khmers


A number of factors led to the decline of the Khmers, among them Jayavarman VII’s building projects that laid a heavy burden on the kingdom’s economy. It is estimated that during his time, the Khmer state built and supported more than one hundred hospitals, a hundred rest houses for pilgrims, and twenty thousand shrines. He constructed roads linking the capital with the principal provincial centers, where temples were built and furnished with images. There were nearly three hundred thousand priests and monks supported by the state treasury. The burden of monument building on the population was too severe to bear. Thousands of villages, tens of thousands of officials, and an army of laborers and artisans were assigned to the uneconomic tasks of building monuments to glorify the royalty.


Jayavarman’s punitive wars against Champa and recalcitrant vassal kingdoms further drained the empire. As in the past, the Chams continued to pose a threat on the northeast frontier. Even more serious was the progressive movement southward of the Thai people, who carved out new states in the territory formerly ruled by the Khmers. Thus, Sukhotai in the upper Menam declared its independence of Khmer rule in 1219, the year of Jayavarman VII’s death. Later, in the thirteenth century, the Mongol rulers of China helped weaken the Khmer power by encouraging the Thais to move farther into Southeast Asia.


A religious factor that undermined the Khmer authority was the spread of Theravada Buddhism in the empire. This version of Buddhism did not permit belief in bodhisattvas or in the divine basis of kingship. It came to Burma from Sri Lanka in the eleventh century, and, through the Mons and Thais, it spread in the Khmer empire, where the masses seem to have appreciated its egalitarian character. No more would they regard the kings as divine. The great extension of the godking cult under Jayavarman VII might have been a response to this threat.


Such forces continued to act against Khmer power throughout the period after Jayavarman’s death. The Chams to the east and the Thais to the west took large chunks of the Khmer empire; in 1431 Angkor itself was captured by the Thais. The Khmers regained their former capital for a brief period, but in 1434 they abandoned it and established a new capital near Phnom Penh. In sum, the Khmer empire developed a civilization that dominated the southern and central areas of mainland Southeast Asia for several centuries. Although its political authority clearly declined from the fourteenth century, many of its main features in the social, cultural, and administrative domains were transmitted to the new states that were built on its ruins.


MYANMAR


Like the kingdom of the Khmers, Myanmar was a vital link in the spread of Indian culture to mainland Southeast Asia. Geographically closest to India, its earliest inhabitants must have been the first in Southeast Asia to receive elements of Indian culture. Among these were the religions Hinduism and Buddhism and the corpus of Sanskrit literature, including doctrines of administration, theories of kingship, and the Code of Manu. In the adoption of Indian practices, the Burmese exercised discretion, rejecting the Indian hierarchical caste system and giving women a high place in society.


The earliest Burmese to come into contact with India must have been the Mons, a minority kindred to the Khmers in language and appearance, living in Lower Myanmar today. Before their further migration southward, the Mons lived in the Kyaukse plain in central Myanmar. Shortly before the Common Era, they moved into two areas: Lower Myanmar and the region to the east of the Salween in Thailand. The Mons were the preceptors of the other Burmese ethnic groups, including the dominant Burmans, in art, religion, and administration. Numerous Mon words for articles of ordinary use are found in all the Burmese languages.


Indian traders and adventurers following the eastern coastline of Bengal to Suvarnabhumi, or the Land of Gold (identified with Lower Burma and the Malay Peninsula), first carried the knowledge of Indian culture to the Mons. In the third century BCE, Emperor Ashoka sent two Buddhist missionaries to Myanmar to propagate the faith. The Mons used Sanskrit and Pali and modeled their script after the Granthi script of southern India. After Buddhism declined in most parts of India, the Mons remained in frequent contact with Sri Lanka, where Theravada Buddhism has thrived in an unbroken tradition since Ashoka’s time. Another point of contact with Theravada Buddhism, at least until the eleventh century, was Conjeevaram in southern India.


The Pyus


The first historically significant ethnic people in Myanmar were the Pyus, who probably migrated from southwestern China in about the third century. The ruins of their capital city, Sri Kshetra, six miles east of Prome, testify to a flourishing culture between the fourth and eighth centuries. The Pyus followed Hinduism as well as Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism. By the seventh century, however, the Theravada faith had become the dominant element in Pyu society and government. According to Chinese sources, the Pyus lived in cities with circular brick enclosures and were among the most peace-loving people in Southeast Asia. They were nonviolent to a fault. As an example, the Pyus spurned the use of silk because the extraction of silk involved killing the silkworm. The crime rate was negligible, and punishments were mild except in cases involving homicide. The mild manners of the Pyus must have cost them their independence. The Pyus were defeated by the Mons in the eighth century. They fled northward and became the vassals of the Thai kingdom of Nan Chao. In 832 the Thais attacked the new Pyu capital and took a large number of Pyu subjects captive.


The Pyu monarchs officially encouraged Buddhist learning. Boys and girls had their heads completely shaved at seven years of age, when they entered schools run by Buddhist monks. They remained there until their twentieth year. Burmese society was distinguished in all of Asia for its high rate of literacy and the low incidence of crime until the end of the nineteenth century, characteristics that date to the Pyus’ time. Among Pyu contributions was the Vikrama era (named after the Pyu Vikrama dynasty), beginning in 638, which was later adopted in Thailand and Cambodia and is still used in Myanmar and Thailand.


The Pyus have remarkably beautiful monuments at Prome. These include Buddhist stupas, cylindrical with a pointed dome, indicating Oriyan architectural influence from the northeast coast of India. Characteristic of Pyu architecture is employment of the sikhara (tower), which gives the temples a feeling of strength and solidity, found also in the somewhat later Bhubaneshwar temples of Orissa.


The Burmans


The people responsible for the defeat of the Pyus were the Burmans, or Tibeto-Burmans, whose descendants form the majority of Myanmar’s population today. They were probably pushed out of their home in the northwestern Chinese province of Kansu by ethnic Chinese in the second millennium BCE to eastern Tibet, from where they moved through Yunnan to Myanmar over several centuries. According to Burman tradition, they arrived in the second century CE in the fertile plain of Kyaukse, where the rivers Irrawaddy and Chindwin meet. The Kyaukse plain, now renamed the Ledwin (rice country), remained the base of Burman power for centuries. Before they moved into the Pyu state, the Burmans had adopted Mahayana Buddhism, which continued to be the dominant faith of Upper Myanmar until the middle of the eleventh century.


The Burmans founded their kingdom around their chief city, Pagan, around 849. In that year, according to Burmese chronicles, a leader brought a group of nineteen villages, each possessing its own nat (local spirit), into one kingdom with a common spirit for all the inhabitants. He also set up two spirits representing two virtuous siblings, a brother and a sister, viciously killed by some tyrannical king in the past, on the site of the ancient volcano Mount Poppa, a mountain sacred to all Burmans. A tree into which the two spirits were supposedly incarnated was carried a little distance northeast of Pagan, which was then established as the capital of the new state. The derivation of divine royal authority from a sacred mountain was similar to Funanese and Khmer beliefs. In the same way the installation of the sacred linga on Mount Mahendra by the founder of the Angkor monarchy, Jayavarman II, had symbolized the union of the divided Khmer peoples, so did Pagan and its monarch represent the unification of the Tibeto-Burman people. Despite the Indianization of Tibeto-Burmans and their later adoption of Theravada Buddhism as the state religion in the eleventh century, the nat cult continued its hold over the Burmese mind.


Through the maze of legends of bloodshed, intrigue, and usurpations clouding the early history of Pagan emerges the figure of the greatest ruler of the time, King Anawratha, or Aniruddha (1044–1077). He was founder of Myanmar, and the boundaries of his kingdom matched those of the modern state of Myanmar from Bhamo in the north to the Gulf of Martaban in the south. This was achieved by defeat and incorporation of non-Burman peoples, including the culturally advanced Mons to the south, into his kingdom. At this time, the Mons were divided into two rival centers of power, one based in Pegu and the other in Thaton. A Khmer invasion of Pegu led to the latter’s appeal for help from King Anawratha, whose forces expelled the foe. The campaign had far-reaching consequences for the political and cultural history of Myanmar. Prior to the campaign, King Anawratha had received Shin Arahan, an illustrious Mon monk, who had aroused the monarch’s interest in the older form of the Buddhist faith. Anawratha’s readiness to help the Mons in repulsing the Khmer invaders was partly attributable to the hope of getting some of the rarest Buddhist sacred writings in Pali, which were then in the possession of the rival Mon monarch in Thaton. Refusing to comply with the Burman demand, the Thaton king found himself a Burman prisoner, transported to Pagan along with a priceless booty of thirty sets of the Buddhist canon (Tripitaka) and about thirty thousand Mon monks and artisans. The cultural plunder left indelible scars on the Mon mind, and the people never became reconciled to the Burman domination of their land.


The most important consequence of Anawratha’s conquest of the Mon country was the conversion of his people to Theravada Buddhism and the assimilation of the more refined Mon culture by the Burmans. Not for the first time in history was the political victor vanquished by a culturally superior subjugated population. Anawratha became the most ardent propagator of the Theravada faith, which quickly spread throughout Myanmar and eventually to all of mainland Southeast Asia, with the exception of Vietnam. He also sent artisans to the island kingdom of Sri Lanka to assist in the restoration of ancient Buddhist monuments. In return, the Sinhalese (Sri Lanka’s) monarch sent to Anawratha a replica of Buddha’s tooth, which was then enshrined in the newly built Shwezigon pagoda in Pagan.


Of the two centuries of Pagan rule following Anawratha’s death in 1077, the first century was culturally dominated by the Mons both at the court and in the countryside. The Mon monk-scholar Shin Arahan, who was to be the chief spiritual counsel to Anawratha, continued that function for Kyanzittha, Anawratha’s son, who ascended the Pagan throne in 1084. Mon monks helped Burman conversion to Theravada Buddhism. Pagodas proliferated in Pagan during this period, most of them built and carved by Mon artisans and sculptors. The Mon script became the basis of Burmese script and the vehicle for the dissemination of the Indianized Mon culture, law, and literature. Burman monarchs adopted the Indian concept of kingship, royal duties and powers, and court etiquette. While the Burmans enjoyed the exercise of political power, the Mons carried on Myanmar’s trade with the outside world.


The large-scale assimilation of Mon culture by the Burmans may have helped to diminish some of the Mon hostility, but it did not completely overcome their bitterness over the extinction of their independence. In fact, the Burman kings following Anawratha took several steps politically to conciliate the Mons, even at the cost of arousing discontent among the Burman population. Thus, Kyanzittha, who had given his daughter in marriage to the Mon prince at Thaton, nominated her son rather than his own to succeed him to the Pagan throne. The succession in the Pagan-Mon line continued until the accession in 1174 of Cansu II, a descendant from the Anawratha line, ended the Mon domination at court. Burman moves at political conciliation with the Mons were hardly reciprocated by the Mons. The experiment of composite polity begun by Anawratha, however, provided an ambition and a frustration for every Burman government thereafter.


VIETNAM


Early History


One of the most persistent themes throughout Vietnamese history is the existence of a love-hate relationship between China and Vietnam. Whereas Chinese culture was appreciated, admired, and adopted, Chinese political domination was despised, dreaded, and rejected.


The Vietnamese have attempted to give their country a history as hoary as China’s. According to one of the numerous legends concerning the origin of their state, a Vietnamese prince named Lac Long Quan married a fairy named Au Co sometime around 2800 BCE. Instead of the commonplace results of such a union, the fairy princess laid one hundred eggs; when they hatched, a son emerged from each of them. For some unknown reason, the parents separated, the mother leading half the progeny across the northern mountains, while the remaining fifty followed the father into the Red River Delta. The legend symbolizes the two branches of the historical Vietnamese race.


Discounting such myths, one might state that the Vietnamese very likely migrated from their original home in the lower Yangtze Valley. They were pushed southward by the advancing Chinese into the Red River Delta, where they established the kingdom of Au Lac. In 207 BCE, in the aftermath of the collapse of the Chin dynasty in China, Trieu Da, a Chinese general commanding the Guangdong and Guangxi Provinces, brought the Red River Delta as well under his jurisdiction, carving out an independent kingdom called Nan Yueh, or Nam Viet. The capital of the new state was near Canton, with the territory of Au Lac forming the southern part of the state. Nam Viet was thus ethnically a composite Sino-Vietnamese state. Under the Han dynasty, the independence of Nam Viet was liquidated in 111 BCE, when it was turned into a province of the Chinese Empire. Nam Viet remained an integral part of the Chinese Empire for the next millennium. For administrative purposes, the Han emperors divided Nam Viet into three commanderies: Chiao Chih (or Tongking, Chinese for Hanoi, the eastern capital), Chiu Chen (Than Hoa), and Jenan (North Annam).


The two essential elements that contributed to the molding of the early Vietnamese social organization have been the struggle with nature and the conflict with the neighbor to the north. In the process, the Vietnamese have developed into one of the most determined, persistent, and tenacious peoples anywhere. The vagaries of nature have brought fortunes and disasters to the people of the Red River Delta. In a dry year, the supply of water may drop by five-sixths; in wet periods, floods may raise the water level to forty times the normal height of the Red River. Early in Vietnamese history, possibly before the Common Era, the Vietnamese had developed an elaborate system of dikes and canals and the rudiments of government authority to control and channel water supplies. The dikes cover an area of more than fifteen hundred square miles in the Tongking Delta today, assuring the peasants of sustenance but exposing the populace to the risks of an avalanche if they are damaged. The collective work on the building of dams and the regularly compartmentalized field system, which provided protection against flooding, was a Chinese technique introduced by Chinese rulers. They may have also been responsible for the Vietnamese use of human excrement as field manure, intensive pig rearing, and market-gardening techniques, which contribute substantially to alleviation of the peasants’ financial stringencies in China and Vietnam to this date.


The Chinese Millennium


The long period of direct Chinese rule extending over a millennium accounts for the Sinicization of the Vietnamese. Even before Chinese rule began, as inhabitants of the composite state of Nam Viet, the Vietnamese had come into contact with the Chinese people and their culture. However, large-scale introduction of Chinese culture came about with floods of refugees from China into the Red River Delta in the first century CE. These were not needy peasants but well-accomplished scholars and officials, who disagreed with the successors of the Han dynasty and were welcomed by the Chinese governor of Tongking. They were responsible for the intensive Sinicization of the Vietnamese people through the introduction of Chinese classics, Confucian ethical principles, and Chinese ideographs. Until the widespread use of the romanized quoc-ngu form of writing in the twentieth century, Vietnamese was the only script in Southeast Asia based on the Chinese characters, and it was therefore not alphabetical. Beginning in the fifth century, Mahayana Buddhism was introduced to Vietnam through China by Chinese scholars and preachers, some of whom passed through Vietnam on their way to India for higher studies in Buddhism or pilgrimage to Buddhist holy places. The Chinese traveler I-Ching attested that Hanoi had become a great intellectual center of Buddhism by the seventh century.


It is difficult, however, to estimate the depth of assimilation of Chinese culture by the Vietnamese. As among other Southeast Asian peoples, probably only the court and the elite were able to appreciate and absorb these alien cultural importations. The Chinese mandarin system with its Confucian values helped the elite to erect a wall of authority, which further buttressed their social and economic position vis-à-vis the peasantry. The masses retained their language, customs, and religious beliefs rooted in animism and ancestor worship.


Paradoxically, the Sinicization of the Vietnamese elite resulted in the latter’s desire and ability to acquire and retain their independence of China. As Joseph Buttinger put it: “The more they [the Vietnamese] absorbed of the skills, customs, and ideas of the Chinese, the smaller grew the likelihood of their ever becoming part of the Chinese people. In fact, it was during the centuries of intensive efforts to turn them into Chinese that the Vietnamese came into their own as a separate people with political and cultural aspects of their own.”10 The Chinese rule and intensive efforts to Sinicize may have promoted Vietnamese dependence, but it promoted resistance as well.


The Chinese rule of a millennium was punctuated by several violent expressions of hostility on the part of the Vietnamese subjects. Resentment was first expressed by members of the old feudal class, whose positions had been endangered and, in many cases, abolished by the Chinese officials. Vietnamese revolts occurred not coincidentally during periods when the central government in China was weak and its authority consequently less effective in the outlying province of Tongking. The first of these uprisings occurred in 39 CE and is notable for giving Vietnam two heroines remembered for their bravery and patriotism. The occasion was triggered by the execution of a local lord as a warning to other recalcitrant chiefs. His widow and her sister, Trung Trac and Trung Nhi, raised troops, pushed the Chinese out, and ruled as joint queens for a brief two years. When the Chinese retaliated and crushed the revolt, the two sisters jumped in the Day River and committed suicide. The Vietnamese have almost deified the two martyrs. The repression that followed won the Chinese obedience but not the loyalty or love of their subjects. Minor revolts occurred at intervals, but it was not until the collapse of the powerful T’ang dynasty in China in the tenth century that Vietnamese efforts to overthrow the hated yoke were successful. In 939 the Chinese were pushed out, as the leader of the movement, Ngo Quyen, declared himself ruler of the kingdom of Dai Viet.


Independent Dai Viet


Between 939 and the imposition of French colonial rule in the nineteenth century, Vietnam enjoyed nearly a thousand years of freedom from alien rule. The only exception was a short period of two decades from 1407 to 1428, during which the Ming armies overran Vietnam and brought it under direct Chinese rule. The millennium of freedom from alien domination followed a millennium of intensely hated Chinese rule. One would have naturally expected a revulsion for Chinese political and cultural institutions in the new era of freedom. The reaction was mixed, however. As David Marr has observed, there was “the subtle interplay of resistance and dependence which appeared often to stand at the root of historical Vietnamese attitudes toward the Chinese.”11


As a means of political expediency, Vietnam maintained formal though nominal links with China during the period and in fact sent triennial tribute to the Chinese court until 1885. The expediency can be explained on several grounds. First, the long Chinese rule had produced a Chinese-Vietnamese aristocracy with intellectual and institutional loyalties to a Confucian court. These elites perceived their vested interests to be more secure within the Chinese political system to which they were by then accustomed rather than in a completely independent monarchy. Second, the new Vietnamese state had reasons to be concerned about potential attacks from the Thai state of Nan Chao, which had previously overrun Tongking in the eighth and ninth centuries. Indeed, there also was Champa, the perpetual thorn in the Vietnamese side. The Vietnamese rulers therefore felt that an overlord-vassal relationship with China would serve as a deterrent against any potential aggressive designs of its enemies.


There was the ticklish question, however, of what to call the ruler of Dai Viet, who, although a vassal, wanted to be designated emperor. The Chinese preferred that the Vietnamese monarch be called governor. Realizing that it would be difficult if not impossible to reestablish control over Dai Viet, the Chinese finally agreed to a compromise: the Vietnamese ruler would be designated a “vassal king” of China. He could style himself “emperor” in relation to his own subjects and in dealing with his own vassals.


Dai Viet was plagued by internal conflicts for quite some time after its founding. The first seventy years brought the rise and fall of three dynasties. Real stability had to await the establishment of the Ly dynasty (1009–1225), followed by the Tran dynasty, both having excellent rulers at least for the first hundred years.


The power of the court and the civilization the Ly dynasty created lasted four centuries. The Ly rulers moved the capital to Thang Long (present-day Hanoi) and gave the country a strong centralized government. In order to facilitate closer administrative ties, a network of roads linking the provincial capitals to the royal capital was built by 1044. A postal courier service was also established by the middle of the century. The Lys created an elaborate apparatus to promote the Confucian cult at the court. Thus, during the last quarter of the eleventh century, they established a Confucian Temple of Literature and the Hanlin Academy for Study in Confucianism for studies at the highest level. In 1076 the National College was founded to train civil-service officials. Only scholars well versed in Confucian classics would be able to pass these examinations. Consequently, the principles underlying the government were Confucian, and the mandarins, who were regarded as social and intellectual leaders, would through their personal example propagate Confucian values among the Vietnamese elite. The Chinese model of hierarchical bureaucracy was adopted in 1089, creating nine levels of civil and military officials. Thus, despite strong political hostility toward the Chinese, the Vietnamese deliberately set their nation on a course of Sinicization.


The Tran dynasty produced a number of great rulers, the most notable being Tran Thai Tong (1225–1258). The many innovative, administrative, agrarian, and economic measures he introduced were extended more or less along the same continuum by his successors. The kingdom was divided into twelve provinces, ably administered by scholar-officials. Tran Thai Tong revamped the taxation system by classifying the rice fields into different categories depending on quality and by imposing a land tax. During his reign and almost throughout the Tran dynasty, rulers energetically pursued public works. Embankments were constructed all along the Red River, even down to where it emptied into the sea. Many other irrigation and water-control projects were undertaken, thus ensuring good crops and general prosperity for most of the long period of the Tran dynasty.


Mongols Invade Dai Viet and Champa


A great show of strength and resistance toward the end of Tran Thai Tong’s reign was the repulsion of the Mongol invasion in 1257 (see Chapter 4). When the Mongols sent an ambassador to Dai Viet demanding tribute, Tran Thai Tong imprisoned him. The Mongol armies launched an attack in retaliation and reached the Vietnamese capital of Thang Long (Hanoi) in 1257, but were pushed by Tran Thai Tong and his heir apparent, Tran Thanh Tong, across the border into China.


Champa, to the south of Dai Viet, also opposed the Mongols. The Cham king, Indravarman V, sent tribute to Beijing, but did not comply with the Mongol emperor’s invitation to appear there in person. Thereupon, Kublai Khan sent a punitive expedition under General Sogetu by sea because Dai Viet refused to allow Mongol troops to pass through its territory. In the face of superior forces, the Cham king withdrew from his capital and from his refuge engaged two separate Mongol expeditions for several years in guerrilla warfare.


In 1285 Kublai Khan sent a third expedition numbering a half-million men under his son, Prince Toghani, which forced itself by land through Dai Viet to help Sogetu’s naval expedition. The Mongol troops suffered heavy casualties both in the Tongking Delta as well as in Cham territory. The guerrillas killed General Sogetu; Prince Toghani suffered an ignoble defeat. Kublai’s troops finally withdrew without getting the Cham king to appear in person at Beijing. Both Dai Viet and Champa, however, agreed to send embassies to the Mongol emperor, just as they had done with previous Chinese emperors.


During the Mongol attack, the Vietnamese monarch, like the Cham king, vacated his capital and repaired to the countryside to fight the invaders. The hero of the resistance was Prince Tran Quoc Toan, who is deified to this day by the Vietnamese by his posthumous name, Tran Hung Dao. His valiant exploits are among the most celebrated in the annals of Vietnamese history of resistance against China. The proud Vietnamese king refused to agree to Mongol demands that he send his sons as hostages to Beijing and to supply troops for the Mongol army. After defeat, the Mongols adopted discretion and meekly accepted the Vietnamese and Cham triennial tribute in return for mutually peaceful relations.


Chinese Reoccupation and the Birth of the Le Dynasty


In the fifteenth century, in 1407, tiny Vietnam had once again to suffer a Chinese invasion and occupation. This was followed by the most intensive Sinicization efforts ever. Chinese civil-service officials were imported and imposed on the Vietnamese. A census was undertaken as a means to facilitate conscription into the Chinese army and to levy heavy taxes. The Vietnamese way of life and religious practices were banned, and the language was not allowed to be taught in schools. Those Vietnamese who resisted, about ten thousand intellectuals and artisans, were exiled to Beijing, where they were drafted to serve the empire. All Vietnamese were treated as suspects and were required to carry an identity card on their persons. Such actions naturally provoked the Vietnamese spirit of nationalism and age-old hostility against China. In 1418 Le Loi, an aristocratic landowner from Thanh Hoa, emerged to lead an army of resistance employing guerrilla tactics that a decade later captured Hanoi and expelled Chinese troops as well as civilian officials. The Le dynasty later produced a remarkable leader in Le Thanh Ton. His conquest of most of Champa made possible the Vietnamese expansion in central Vietnam. Le Thanh Ton (1460–1497) also made Laos (then Lan Chang) a vassal of Vietnam. While the Vietnamese thus received tribute from their vassals, they in turn sent tribute to the Chinese emperors, who recognized them as kings of Annam, “pacified south.”


Le Thanh Ton consciously and deliberately adopted the Chinese system of administration, including its recruitment method of the competitive Confucian-style civil-service examination. Whether this mode of cultural acceptance was designed simply to flatter the Chinese into abandoning thoughts of conquest, or whether it was born of a genuine belief that such Chinese institutions lent social and political stability to the state, is controversial. The range of reforms introduced in Vietnam in the fifteenth century was, according to Keith Taylor, of far greater magnitude and intensity than in the thousand years of direct Chinese rule.12 Chinese language, the art of writing, spatial arts, and Mahayana Buddhism were adopted. The central administration was patterned on the Chinese model with six ministries: finance, rites, justice, personnel, army, and public works. The civilian bureaucracy and military establishment were divided into nine grades each. The bureaucracy did not reach the village level, where the local affairs were managed through a Council of Notables, whose charge was to maintain order, execute official decrees, collect taxes for the imperial government, and recruit conscripts for the imperial army.


Recruitment to the civil service was dependent upon success in the examinations specially conducted for the purpose. They were based on the Confucian classics and were held annually at the provincial level, triennially at the regional and national levels. As in China, the candidates successful at the national level were granted an audience with the emperor and were posted to high positions in the administration. Since the social and economic status of elites was dependent upon their administrative rank, Vietnam became and remained until the nineteenth century a Confucian state dominated by mandarins.


The intense cultural impact of China on Vietnam was a mixed blessing. The civil-service examination system produced an educated elite, encouraged a family-oriented hierarchical loyalty, and promoted a well-regulated mandarin bureaucracy, all of which resulted in a relatively stable social, political, and administrative order. On the other hand, the same factors bred an attitude of condescension toward people of other walks of life and a tendency to look to the past for precedents to solve present and future problems.


At the same time, Le Thanh Ton sought consciously to move away from Vietnam’s intellectual bondage to the Chinese in at least two respects. The code of Hong-Duc promulgated in 1483 brought together within a single conceptual and legal framework all the laws, rules, and regulations issued from time to time by previous Vietnamese emperors. In addition, the Vietnamese asserted themselves in art. The Le dynasty undertook a large-scale program of construction of temples, tombs, and ceremonial halls all over the kingdom, notably in Hanoi, Lamson in Thanh Hoa province, and Hue. These edifices, along with steles, balustrades, and ornamental gateways, still survive and attest to significant Vietnamese variation of traditional Chinese themes.
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Early Kingdoms
of Sumatra and Java


Insular Southeast Asia was far more exposed than the mainland to influences from distant countries like India, Arabia, Persia, China, and, in more recent times, Europe. International commerce brought in its wake cultural contacts including, of course, religion. Unlike mainland Southeast Asia, people in the insular region followed a variety of religions: Buddhism and Hinduism held sway during the first millennium in Malaya and Indonesia, giving way after the thirteenth century to Islam, which spread rapidly in the archipelago in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The sixteenth century opened doors to Christianity, which became the dominant religion of the Philippines. Only the people of picturesque Bali adhered to Hinduism despite such large-scale conversions around them. If Theravada Buddhism is the dominant religion of mainland Southeast Asia, Islam is that of the insular region, with Indonesia the largest Muslim nation on earth.


HISTORICAL SOURCES


Sources of information for the early history of Indonesia are varied, though scantier and more ambiguous than those for mainland Southeast Asia. Stone and copper inscriptions have been found in Sanskrit, old Malay, old Javanese, old Balinese, old Sundanese, and in Sumatra, in Indian languages other than Sanskrit.1 A few texts on palm leaves (lontar) have survived the ravages of tropical weather, the most notable being The Nagarkertagama and The Pararaton. The first, dealing with the founding of Singhasari in 1222, was composed in 1365 by Prapanca, the court poet during the reign of King Rajasanagara of Majapahit. The Pararaton is an older chronicle from which Prapanca borrowed considerably, although modern knowledge about it is based on a version dating from the sixteenth century.


Besides these indigenous accounts, considerable information on the early history of Sumatra and Java is found in Indian and Chinese sources. Chinese sources in regard to the archipelago are not as numerous as for mainland Southeast Asia. The imperial annals provide information on various kingdoms, their rulers, and the embassies they sent to the Chinese emperor’s court. Obviously, the insular kingdoms sent tribute or embassies to the Chinese court far less frequently than did the kingdoms of mainland Southeast Asia. A second category of Chinese sources is the travel accounts of Chinese pilgrims who stopped in Southeast Asia on their way to India. Last is the valuable account of Marco Polo, who visited the archipelago in 1292, coinciding with the time of Mongol invasion.


EARLY KINGDOMS


Two kinds of states developed in the Indonesian archipelago: those based on maritime commerce and those capable of large-scale cultivation of agricultural products for consumption and export. Whereas Srivijaya in southeastern Sumatra belonged to the first category, most of the Javanese states, particularly those in the volcanic and sawah-cultivating central and eastern parts of the island, belonged to the latter kind. Sumatra’s only advantage was topographic, deriving from its location on the shortest sea route through the Strait of Malacca. Java’s strong points were a central location among the myriad islands; access to and control of the products of the archipelago, particularly spices and sandalwood; fertile soil capable of sustaining a large population and yielding substantial surpluses; and, finally, its control over an alternate east-west trade route through the Sunda Strait.


It is no wonder, then, that rivalry between Java and Sumatra for the control of the straits of Malacca and Sunda persisted in the history of the region. With its natural advantages, Java had longer periods of dominance in the archipelago than Sumatra. On the other hand, Java experienced a disastrous pattern of rise and fall of kingdoms brought on not only by human factors such as excessive local ambition or dynastic disputes but also by natural disasters, including earthquakes and volcanoes that prompted demographic dislocations on a massive scale. The cycle of dynastic changes and the rapid shifts of power alternating mostly between central and eastern Java must have caused considerable chaos and untold hardships to the hapless peasantry. Of the dozens of polities that thus emerged in Java in the millennium beginning about 700, a few stand out for their superior attainments: the Srivijaya, Sailendras, Mataram, Kediri, Singhasari, and Majapahit.


SRIVIJAYA


Perhaps the oldest among the more durable of the Indonesian kingdoms was Srivijaya, whose capital was Palembang in southeastern Sumatra. Thanks go to Georges Coedes for “discovering” Srivijaya.2 Its rise as the greatest maritime power in the region from about the seventh to the thirteenth centuries was most certainly a consequence of the fall of Funan and the inability of its successor kingdom, Chenla, to serve as an effective trading intermediary in the extensive east-west trade. Clearly, there was a great opportunity for a new power to make enormous profits from engaging in the lucrative international trade as well as by simply providing port facilities in the western part of the archipelago.


Located halfway between the two principal maritime passages, namely, the straits of Malacca and Sunda, Srivijaya’s Palembang port provided an excellent harbor sheltered from the fury of the northeast and southwest monsoons by the mountain ranges of Sumatra and Malaya. Srivijaya’s prosperity was helped by the phenomenal rise in the revived Chinese maritime trade during the T’ang dynasty (seventh to the tenth centuries). In the opinion of O. W. Wolters, Srivijaya’s rapid growth could also be attributed to sales of Indonesian, in particular northern Sumatran, substitutes of pine resin and benjamin gum for frankincense and myrrh, supplies of which from Arabia and eastern Africa were not adequate to meet the increasing demand for these commodities in West Asia and China.3


Srivijaya attracted international shipping to its harbors by suppressing piracy in the Strait of Malacca and providing excellent anchorage, storage, and recreational facilities in Palembang. The well-known Chinese traveler-pilgrim I-Ching noted the arrival of as many as thirty-five ships from Persia alone during his six-month stay in Srivijaya in 671. According to such accounts, porcelains, jades, and silks from China; camphor, sandalwood, spices, and resins from the Moluccas; and textiles from India found eager buyers in the hustle and bustle of the Srivijayan ports of Malayu and Palembang.


The fortified city of Palembang was also an important center of Mahayana Buddhist learning. According to I-Ching, who was on his way to India for a ten-year period of study and spent four years again in Srivijaya on his return trip, Palembang’s monasteries had more than a thousand inmates. He recommended that his countrymen planning travel to India for higher studies in Buddhism spend one or two years in Srivijaya.


To ensure its prosperity, Srivijaya employed a powerful fleet, compelling all shipping passing through the region to touch its ports and pay dues and taxes, thus marking a precedent for the hated impositions later made familiar to the region by the Portuguese and the Dutch. In order to enforce such a monopoly over the trade route between India and China, Srivijaya acquired territorial control over the strategic areas around the Strait of Malacca and the Isthmus of Kra. According to an Arab chronicler, Sulayman, the Srivijayan empire extended by the middle of the ninth century over all of Sumatra, Kedah, and western Java. Another Arab traveler, Masudi, testified in 995 that it took two years to go around all the islands of the Srivijayan empire in the fastest vessel.


Srivijaya’s domination of the Sino-Indian trade route remained almost unchallenged for two to three centuries. Its high-handed practice of forcing ships to use and pay excessive charges for its port facilities tried the patience of the region’s traders and rulers. The first major challenge came from the Mataram rulers of eastern Java in the last quarter of the tenth century. A few decades later, in 1025, however, Rajendra Chola of southern India dealt a crushing blow to Srivijaya’s maritime might and monopoly. Apparently, the Cholas conquered and administered large portions of the Srivijayan empire, including its ports of Ligor, Kedah, and Tumasik, although that lasted only two decades. In the end, logistical problems of political control from Chola’s distant base in southern India must have worked to Srivijaya’s advantage. Besides, Srivijaya acknowledged Chola’s suzerainty and promised good behavior, which apparently met the Chola king’s demands.


THE SAILENDRAS


A century after Srivijaya was established, central Java developed a dynasty that became its competitor in the east-west trade for the next one hundred years. These were the Sailendras. According to Coedes and de Casparis, the Funanese descen-dants lived in Java for two centuries in obscurity until, in the middle of the eighth century, one of their leaders, Bhanu, acquired a kingdom.4 He called himself a Sailendra (king of the mountain), a title held by his Funanese ancestors. In what may have been an attempt to retrieve their patrimony, the Sailendras raided Tongking and Champa, defeated the divided Chenlas, captured and beheaded the king of water Chenla, and briefly ruled that mainland kingdom from insular Java during the last decades of the eighth century. Thus, the Sailendras became the only indigenous power in history to rule over substantial territory in both mainland and insular Southeast Asia. As noted in the previous chapter, the Sailendra rule over Chenla was quickly extinguished in 802 by Jayavarman II, the founder of the Angkor monarchy. The Sailendras, however, left their mark on mainland Southeast Asia in the form of Javanese art patterns and graceful scrolls in Champa and Angkor.5
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