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Preface

Rie)search in the premodern history of Southeast Asia has
een limited by a paucity of sources, a fact that has dis-
couraged many from undertaking further study of the pre-1500
era. There is, for instance, a total absence of a local chronicle
tradition until after the eleventh century. The bulk of the
available local sources for Southeast Asia’s early history are the
inscribed stones and metal plates through which religious insti-
tutions and political elites presented their idealized view of
early Southeast Asian society. When historical events or indi-
viduals are mentioned at all, it is to illustrate that the proper
order of the universe is maintained by the subordination of
those in the secular realm to those who are concerned with the
universe’s harmony. To overcome the ambiguities, distortions,
and voids in these sources, historians have looked to external
references that reflect the visits of foreigners to Southeast Asia,
for example, the accounts of Western travelers (including
Arabs) and Chinese pilgrims, and to the records of diplomatic
contact between Southeast Asian states and the great civiliza-
tions of India and China. Among the latter the Chinese dynastic
chronicles have been the most useful.

Early scholarship on Southeast Asian history in the West
was the product of well-trained Dutch, French, and British his-
torians whose research was an extension of their countries’
colonial experience. They tended to focus on external forces
that shaped Southeast Asia. Furthermore, these historians con-
centrated on the religious and political aspects of the epi-
graphic and literary sources and thus were especially con-
cerned with the reconstruction of dynastic chronologies.
Working from this base, modern historians have begun to re-
examine the sources critically in order to filter out information
useful for the reconstruction of social and economic history.
They have also attempted to balance the picture of outside
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forces by focusing equally on indigenous responses. And in the
past fifteen years archaeological research in Southeast Asia has
become sufficiently sophisticated to begin to supply these histo-
rians with new data.

To appreciate these advances and new orientations, one
might make a comparison of George Coedés’ impressive works
The Making of South east Asia or The Indianized States of
Southeast Asia with O. W. Wolters’ Early Indonesian Commerce
and The Fall of Srivijaya in Malay History. Coedés was syn-
thesizing early twentieth-century Western history of Southeast
Asia, much of it done by Coedées himself, and work that was con-
cerned with Indian culture as the basis for state development.
Wolters, on the other hand, focused on the activities of those
Southeast Asians who responded to the presence of traders
and other foreigners—on their own initiative—by optimizing
their opportunities. Unlike Coedés, however, Wolters and other
recent scholars have normally examined specific areas within
the region without coming to terms with the general regional
patterns that characterize Southeast Asia’s early history.

But in his extended essay History, Culture, and Region in
Southeast Asian Perspectives, Wolters summarizes his percep-
tions of features common to the various early Southeast Asian
societies he has researched. To demonstrate the validity of
studying Southeast Asia as a regional unit, Wolters stresses the
linkages and cultural dialogue among Southeast Asian peoples
who shared a “common ocean.” Like Coedés, Wolters is con-
cerned with the role foreign culture (Indian or, in the case of
Vietnam, Chinese) assumed in the process of societal devel-
opment; but in contrast to Coedés, Wolters is more sensitive
to the indigenous elements that shaped the “localization” of
foreign forms.

This study also puts Southeast Asia on a large canvas and
treats areas not previously brought together for treatment
along comparative lines. By bringing together new theoretical
constructs and recent archaeological finds and interpretations
it attempts two things: to ask new questions of old sources and
to integrate the histories of individual civilizations to demon-
strate general regional patterns. It is intended to stimulate and
encourage further study of Southeast Asia’s premodern era.

Chapter 1 introduces Bennet Bronson’s model of riverine
exchange and statecraft and postulates a hierarchical and in-
tegrated marketing system that reflects the pattern of trade
and state relations characteristic of the wet-rice civilizations of
mainland Southeast Asia and Java. Chapter 2 describes trade
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during the era of the Roman Empire. It integrates archae-
ological evidence with Roman and Chinese texts to examine
the expansion of the international maritime trade in the first
century of the Christian era. It looks at why the Funan state
grew and the increasing volume of trade from India to the
Isthmus of Kra, from the isthmus to Funan’s coastal realm on
the lower Vietnam coast, and from there to China.

Chapter 3 emphasizes the dual nature of Funan’s success
as both a maritime depot and wet-rice producer and begins to
demonstrate the descriptive value of the models of statecraft
introduced in chapter 1. Reevaluating the evidence concerning
Funan, a realm whose authority by the third century A.pD. had
spread from lower Vietnam across modern Thailand and Cam-
bodia’s coasts to the upper Malay Peninsula, the demise of
Funan is explained by the development of a route around the
Malay Peninsula and the subsequent emergence of new trade
depots in Sumatra and Java around the fifth century. The
sources for Funan’s history include archaeological, epigraphic,
and Chinese dynastic records, and a new look at them estab-
lishes that although Funan was not the well-integrated political
system the Chinese believed it to be, it was nevertheless im-
portant because of the cultural forms it evolved, forms that
anticipate later riverine and wet-rice plain political systems.

Chapter 4 analyzes the rise of Srivijaya and its rule over the
Strait of Malacca from the sixth through the eleventh centuries
and argues that Srivijaya was essentially a Sumatran state. By
examining in detail the earliest epigraphy of the Srivijaya state,
one finds that Srivijaya’s coastal depots had elaborate systems
of statecraft that integrated the depots with their hinterland
and also separated international traders from those hinterland
people who actually produced the commodities that the depot-
based rulers collected and sold. Their success depended not
simply on outside traders but more importantly on their ability
to see the value of and to use selected items of Indian statecraft
to consolidate their rule locally and thus control the hinterland
as well.

Chapter 5 argues that pre-tenth-century Javanese polities,
contemporaries of Srivijaya, were ritually based and were
evolving market systems but were not the centralized states de-
scribed by many historians. The chapter reevaluates the epi-
graphic and archaeological remains of pre-tenth-century Java
and the studies of this evidence by Dutch and Indonesian
scholars and explains why the regionally based Javanese elites
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were unable to develop a higher form of political integration
until the Javanese court was established in eastern Java during
the late tenth and early eleventh centuries.

Chapters 6 and 7 describe the development of systems of
socioeconomic integration in the mainland civilizations of
Angkor and Champa. Surveying Khmer (Cambodian) and San-
skrit epigraphy from the Angkor realm, chapter 6 examines the
development of Khmer temple networks and their role in the
evolution of the Angkor-based polity. Discussion of Khmer wet-
rice plain statecraft in the Angkor era from the ninth through
the early thirteenth centuries is continued in the following
chapter, where it is compared to the statecraft practiced in the
Cham realm of the southern Vietnam coast. The chapter surveys
Cham historical records but concentrates on two Arab inscrip-
tions that provide the only concrete references to merchant
activity in this area. It also draws upon Vietnamese chronicle
references to enhance understanding of the impact of the mari-
time community upon the Cham state.

Chapter 8 studies archaeological remains; Burmese, south
Indian, and Khmer epigraphy; and early Thai and Malay chron-
icles to analyze transitions in early Southeast Asian statecraft.
In the eleventh and twelfth centuries the mainland states of
Burma, Thailand, and Cambodia withdrew from the main in-
ternational route into their own regional commercial networks.
Their withdrawal was accompanied by a Theravada Buddhist
revival and helps to explain why these areas were not on the
routes that Islam traveled—and why Islam’s later importance in
Southeast Asia was confined to the peninsula and the islands. It
also notes the new Java-dominated trade in the archipelago and
the emergence in the thirteenth century of new riverine states
on the north Sumatra coast.

Chapter 9 examines epigraphic and literary records of the
east Java-based Majapahit state that rose to prominence in
the late thirteenth century. Since the kings of Majapahit were
among the first to transform a pre-1300 classical tributary
system into a more highly integrated, centralizing state, its
history serves to demonstrate regional trends that persisted
into the sixteenth century.

In romanizing Southeast Asian languages, I have employed
the practice currently favored in the Southeast Asian country
under study. Chinese words and names appear according to the
Wade-Giles system rather than the currently fashionable Pinyin
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system; Sanskrit and Tamil words and names appear with dia-
critics appropriate to each and are written in the form currently
used by most Indologists.

Acknowledgment is extended to the University of Michigan
Center for South and Southeast Asian Studies, Elmira College,
Tufts University, the American Institute of Indian Studies, the
National Endowment for the Humanities, and the American
Council of Learned Societies, who in various periods financed
my research and the preparation of this book. Southeast Asia’s
history was introduced to me by Robina Quale at Albion College,
Constance Wilson at Northern Illinois University, and John K.
Whitmore at the University of Michigan, who has continued to
be an invaluable critic. I studied Indonesian languages under
David H. deQueljoe at Northern Illinois University; Madhav
Deshpande introduced me to Sanskrit at the University of
Michigan; and William Gedney provided suggestions on the
translation of early Khmer.

My interpretation of Southeast Asia’s early history has been
shaped by my contact with numerous colleagues in the United
States and in Southeast Asia. While teaching in New York, I ben-
efited from O. W. Wolters’ comments. I have tested my ideas
on the members of the faculty and student body at Elmira
College, the State University of New York at Binghamton, Tufts
University, and North Adams State College. David K. Wyatt of
Cornell University, Robert Van Niel of the University of Hawaii,
George W. Spencer of Northern Illinois University, Lynda Shaf-
fer of Tufts University, and John Villiers, director of the British
Institute in South-East Asia (Singapore) generously provided
criticism of the preliminary manuscript. Damaris A. Kirchhofer
of the University of Hawaii Press patiently guided the prepa-
ration and publication of the final draft. My wife Lynne has
endured the various ups and downs over five years as the man-
uscript took shape and finally went to press. To all these as well
as many others too numerous to individually name I extend my
thanks.

I stress that my view of Southeast Asia’s early history is still
evolving and in no way does this study represent a final de-
piction of early Southeast Asian history. I acknowledge that the
noted paucity of sources makes my translations of Southeast
Asian epigraphy and interpretations of other currently available
sources subject to instant revision when new archaeological dis-
coveries are made. Until such new information allows a de-
finitive analysis, other historians’ translations and interpreta-
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tions that disagree with mine are equally plausible. I have pur-
posely structured the text to make the modern historiography
of Southeast Asia’s past accessible to a wider audience. The
chapters that follow are intended to solicit discussion, and I en-
courage others to test my hypotheses in their own studies of
Southeast Asia’s early history.

xvi



1

Trade and Statecraft in
Early Southeast Asia

he subject of this book is the interaction between Southeast

Asian peoples and foreign cultures that was the conse-
quence of the strategic position of the Southeast Asian archi-
pelago along the major premodern maritime route connecting
East and West. Under examination are the classical centers of
power that emerged between the first and early fourteenth cen-
turies A.D. and the problems their leaders encountered in ruling
their domains. Two forms of classical states are examined: the
riverine coastal states of the Indonesian archipelago, the Malay
Peninsula, and the Philippines and the lowland wet-rice states of
the mainland (Burma, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam)
and of Java.

The book approaches the sources of Southeast Asia’s clas-
sical era with the tools of modern economic history and high-
lights the role that international trade in Southeast Asia played
in the evolution of classical civilizations. The view taken here
is that Southeast Asia’s response to international trade was a
reflection of preexisting patterns of exchange. Well-developed
internal socioeconomic and political networks existed in
Southeast Asia before significant foreign economic penetration
took place; with the growth of interest in Southeast Asian com-
modities and the refocusing of the major East-West commercial
routes on the region during the early centuries of the Christian
era, internal conditions within Southeast Asian states changed
to accommodate the increased external contacts. The juncture
of the trade routes and the existing or developing forms of ex-
change and state polity in Southeast Asia suggests the way this
adjustment was made.

An early type of exchange involved highland hunters and
gatherers who exchanged their goods and services with lowland
cultivators; for example, trade between groups that practiced
swidden (slash and burn) and sawah (wet-rice) cultivation. !
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Another type of early exchange network was characterized by
trade between hinterland populations and coastal peoples; the
hinterland people supplied local agricultural or forest products
that were in turn dispensed to international traders. Coastal-
based traders returned goods of foreign origin or specialized
services (for example, “moneylending”) to the hinterland pro-
ducers. In a third variant, foreign merchants established a
coastal base and then worked from this base to organize the
necessary trade mechanisms that allowed them to extract local
products from the hinterlands. In contrast to some views that
identify this last pattern of interaction as most characteristic
of Southeast Asia’s premodern age, 2 this study contends that
direct contact was unusual and that Southeast Asia’s interaction
with foreign merchants was the result of indigenous initiative
and response to opportunities that already existed.

In this book, as in other studies by Western historians, there
is a tendency to impose Western values on ideas of what con-
stituted advanced civilizations in early Southeast Asia. Urban-
ization and the development of state systems are considered
signs of advancement. The great urban centers of Angkor (Cam-
bodia) and Java with their massive stone edifices thus become
standards for comparison. But were the nonurban yet focused
classical societies less valid as being “advanced” or “civilized,”
and was it necessary for an advanced civilization to leave im-
pressive temple complexes? 3

In partial response to this dichotomy, the focus here is on
political integration rather than on political centralization. The
evolution of Southeast Asian societies needs to be understood
on their terms. An approach to this understanding can be made
by looking at instances of cultural transition and continuity that
took place whether or not there was outside stimulation or
the development of a highly centralized polity—that is, a state
in which a bureaucratic center dominated and effectively inte-
grated its subordinate population centers under its elaborate
system of administration, justice, and protection. The states of
Southeast Asia’s classical age are not depicted as highly bu-
reaucratic polities, even in the case of the prosperous Cam-
bodian and Javanese wet-rice realms. Rather this study analyzes
why a higher degree of political centralization was not possible,
despite the opportunities for economic development and conse-
quent political innovation afforded by participation in interna-
tional trade.
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STATECRAFT IN INDIANIZED SOUTHEAST ASIA

An examination of Southeast Asia’s geography reveals two dom-
inant patterns. The island world is characterized by numerous
river systems that flow from interior highlands to the ocean, a
feature that has had significant impact upon the island world’s
social and economic evolution. Over time people settled among
these various river systems, populations becoming concen-
trated only in the broad delta regions at river mouths. This
diffusion of the population had important implications for the
island realm’s political systems, as those who attempted to
govern the island world found it necessary to bring multiple
river systems under their authority in order to implement their
political hegemony. Because it was impractical to control an
entire river system, a pattern more common than complete
political subjugation emerged—the establishment of partial
hegemony through direct rule of only coastal plains and river
mouths. By controlling the river mouth it was possible to in-
fluence movement up and down a river system. A river-mouth
ruler was able to utilize his control over the riverine communi-
cations network to forge various alliances with upriver groups.

In contrast to the geographical inaccessibility of the island
world caused by the multiple river system pattern, Southeast
Asia’s mainland along with a small number of island locales
is dominated by major river systems with corresponding broad
river plains, which are relatively flat, fertile, and extremely
productive agriculturally. These river plains were conducive to
the development of population centers by those seeking to cul-
tivate rice in the rich soil of the plains. Rice plain population
centers also proved easier to dominate politically than the more
diffused population centers of the multiple river system geog-
raphy. Southeast Asia’s great political systems of the past all
had a geographical base in a fertile rice plain: for example,
Pagan in the Irrawaddy River plain of Burma, Angkor near the
Tonle Sap in Cambodia, and the Vietnamese state in the Red
River basin of Vietnam.

In the island world this great plain geographical pattern
is found in central Java and again in the Brantas River basin
of eastern Java. As on the mainland, population centers and
great states developed in both regions. While the majority of
the island world shared a multiple river system geography and
thus what may be characterized as a riverine political system,
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the rich-soiled rice plains of central and eastern Java allowed
the development of a higher degree of social and political inte-
gration than was possible elsewhere in the island world.

The problem of defining what constituted a classical
Southeast Asian “state” may be approached by a careful de-
scription of the statecraft—the management of state affairs—of
the riverine and wet-rice plain systems. Based on Western and
Chinese prejudices that equate advancement with the evolution
of elaborate state systems, successful Southeast Asian wet-rice
civilizations of the mainland and Java are assumed to have
become centralized polities. * Historians have also minimized
the level of integration between the coast and hinterland of the
riverine states. > The wet-rice states were not as centralized
as most Western historians have believed, however, and the
riverine states were not as isolated from their hinterlands as
previously thought. Indeed, the two systems were not totally un-
related, as the mainland states had both a wet-rice aspect and
a coastal international trade sector that enhanced the economy
of the hinterland. Thus, the two were not at opposite poles but
were part of a continuum. In both, local statecraft was orga-
nized to control people not boundaries. Indeed, manpower was
the basis of political power.

Classical Southeast Asia was generally underpopulated.
Would-be rulers competed among themselves to attract the
manpower necessary for them to assume power. The continued
existence of a state and its management polity—that is, a state
in which a bureaucratic center dominated and effectively inte-
grated its subordinate population centers under its elaborate
system of administration, justice, and protection—depended on
the ruling elite’s ability to control population centers. The
control a state claimed and its actual control over people,
however, were quite different. ® The “core” of the domain was
that area of land, usually near the capital, that was adminis-
tered directly by the state’s central administration. The king
was usually a major landholder in this core, but the landholding
rights of others—normally rights to a share of the produce from
the land under their authority rather than ownership in the
modern sense—were also protected. 7 “Peripheral areas,” those
areas bordering the core, were in a tributary relationship to
the state. Although the state might claim to have administra-
tively annexed these areas, its real control was minimal, as local
elites remained in power while paying homage to the center.
Although the records of monarchs might be widely distributed,
the wording employed in engraved inscriptions found in areas

4
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outside the state’s core domain, where the ruler’s power was
not direct, honored the authority of the strong local elite. It was
through the support of such leaders of local populations that
the ruler could command the loyalty of population centers pe-
ripheral to the state’s core.

Classical states showed little capacity to absorb the popu-
lations of regions beyond their core. People of various regions
could be brought under the state’s control, yet, although a re-
gional population might be engulfed by a state even for several
centuries, with the decline of that state, this same group of
people was capable of reemerging with its local traditions
intact—a pattern not unique to Southeast Asia. The key to a
center’s control over manpower was its ability to form political
alliances with the locally based elite. A ruler, acting from a
center of authority, fragmented his potential enemies by
reaching agreements with the leaders of local population
centers, and these potential opponents became subordinate
allies of the state. In return for their patronage of the state’s
monarch, the local elites enjoyed enhanced status in the eyes
of their followers, and the allied population received the pro-
tection afforded by the state’s armies and shared in a successful
state’s prosperity.

Early historiography of the classical period depicted the cap-
itals of Southeast Asian states as a social pyramid, with the
monarch and his elite on top having little personal contact with
the people below. In this view local populations were subju-
gated, continually exploited, and generally in awe of the elite
who resided in the state’s capital. 8 A more intense interaction
and interdependency existed between state centers and their
subordinate populations, however. In some cases the rulers of
classical states even appointed their own clan members to ad-
minister key “provinces.” In Java, for instance, classical states
were divided into numerous regional provinces (watek), each
governed by provincial chiefs (rakrayan) who were often the
sons of the states’ monarchs. ° In the Sumatra-based state of
Srivijaya certain areas of the realm in the Strait of Malacca
were ruled by chiefs (datu), some of whom were relatives of the
king, while others were ruled by datu of nonroyal background.
The distinction between the powers of the two is not entirely
clear, although it appears that the Srivijaya monarch was quite
willing to accept strong local leaders as his subordinate d atu.

Srivijaya, Java, and other classical Southeast Asian states
merged traditional indigenous symbols of divinity and power
with Indian cosmological symbolism and religious theory to
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form an ideological basis for their kingship. The blending of
indigenous and Indic traditions is seen, for instance, in the
universal significance of the mountain in the three mainland
wet-rice states. In Cambodia, “Mount Mahendra” became the
home of the devargja in the cult of Jayavarman II in the early
ninth century—a cult that extensively subordinated worship of
local deities to the king’s worship of Siva (see chap. 6). As the
traditional abode of ancestor spirits, the mountain was already
considered sacred by indigenous tradition. By incorporating the
external god Siva, who was known in Indian philosophy as the
“Lord of the Mountain” and for his association with fertility, the
king’s position was reinforced. It remained for Cambodian kings
to associate themselves with this mountain and thereby sym-
bolize their ability to guarantee the flow of life-power from the
realm of the ancestors to their subjects. In Burma, the various
nat spirits were integrated into a similar cult that also came
to be focused on a “Lord of the Mountain,” the Mahagiri spirit
of “Mount Popa.” In Vietnam, kings were regarded as descen-
dants from the union of the naga (water) spirit and a maiden
who resided on the mountain inhabited by the mountain spirit.
The necessity of this process of incorporating indigenous folk
belief is well shown in the case of Vietnam, where one reason
for the failure of the early Sino-oriented elite of the upper Red
River Delta to form a lasting state was their unwillingness to in-
tegrate local folk traditions into their Confucian ideology. 1°
The early Southeast Asian monarch’s powers were bestowed
through ceremony. The royal court, its activities, and its style
recreated a world of the gods—in theory, a heaven on earth.
Here all greatness and glory were concentrated. By successfully
fulfilling his role as the hypothetical focus of all sanctity and
power, the king maintained the orderliness of the world. The
king’s court attempted to develop ritual links to its subordinate
centers of power by integrating local religious cults into a state
religious system, whereby the subordinate centers imitated the
ritual style of the royal center. ! Local deities and, of most con-
sequence, local ancestor worship were blended into the state’s
religious ceremony. The state made great use of Indian (or, in
the case of Vietnam, Chinese) ceremony, performed by religious
specialists or elites who assumed the role of priests. These state
ceremonies, however, were built on traditional beliefs of how
spirits and ancestors were to be manipulated to guarantee the
prosperity of the living. Indic or Sinic patterns were thus uti-
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lized to enhance local religious views to the advantage of the
elite, whose ritual magic was presented to their subjects as
being greater than that of earlier practice.

The state elite’s patronage of the Hindu and Buddhist tradi-
tions from India brought them into a wider universe of symbols
and attachments and provided an Indian framework for their
statecraft. Southeast Asian kings utilized Sanskrit vocabulary,
described the world in the idiom of Hindu and Buddhist thought,
and sponsored art and architecture that expressed the Hindu
and Buddhist world views. ' Royal monuments were cosmo-
logical symbols redefining the boundaries of time and space to
the advantage of the state’s elite. A vast and orderly cosmos was
substantiated by the most advanced mathematical astronomy
of the time and was the foundation for Hindu and Buddhist
thought. '3 States were patterned on the order of the cosmos
and linked the sacred and secular orders. A ruler and his capital
were at the center of the universe; cosmological and magical
symbols expressed royal power. In the Hindu and Buddhist con-
cepts of state the ruler facilitated the establishment of a sec-
ular society that was more nearly in harmony with the natural
cosmic order (dharma). In a successful state, society was har-
monious as well as prosperous. The most effective ruler did not
force conformity by use of physical might (danda) but achieved
success due to his righteous victory (dhammavijaya/dharmav-
ijaya) and continued peaceful leadership. The just ruler was
the cakravartin (“universal monarch”), whose illustrious moral
force uplifted his subjects and established the secular condi-
tions necessary for the attainment of their salvation. 4

Summarizing their perceptions of the Hindu and Buddhist
traditions, early Southeast Asian rulers fused these cosmo-
logical principles with Indic topographical formulas
(mandala—a “contained core”) that provided a design for the
integration of clan or lineage-based groups into more complex
centralized polities. In the Indian philosophical tradition a
mandala was a sacred diagram of the cosmos that was normally
depicted in art as a geometric construct of encompassed circles
and rectangles. The worldly mandala (state) in early Southeast
Asia was defined by its center, not its perimeter, as there was no
notion of a firm frontier. 1> Subordinate population centers sur-
rounding the center were variably drawn to participate in the
ceremony of the state system. To encourage their participation,
the personal and regional cults practiced in the state’s regions
were assembled at the center. One theoretically moved from
the mundane world toward the spiritual one by approaching the
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A major river system: the Irrawaddy in Burma.

sacred axis from one of the four quarters (defined by the points
of the compass). The devotee/subject was to become caught up
in a psychological state that grew in intensity as he was drawn
to this sacred core of the universe and its “world mountain”
(normally a central temple complex) that joined the celestial
powers with the fertile soils of the earth.

While in a theoretical sense the king’s only duty was thus
to maintain the world order—to promote prosperity and to fa-
cilitate passage to the realm of the ancestors—in practice his
duties sometimes involved the application of customary law re-
garding land and labor. In an inscription from central Java dated
860, for example, state administrators were asked to intervene
in a local dispute when the village elders and a certain indi-
vidual, who represented a religious foundation (temple), could
not resolve the method of repaying a considerable debt owed to
the local community. In this case the state administrators ruled
in favor of the local community. 6 However, since Southeast
Asian epigraphy does not contain many references to the adjudi-
cation of local disputes, one may assume that the state normally
remained above such conflicts during the classical age, discour-
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Paddy fields, eastern Java.

aging all but major disputes from clogging the state’s admin-
istrative system. This policy encouraged the continuity of local
custom, which the state generally left untouched as long as it
was not disruptive to state harmony.

The effective ruler also took an interest in his state’s eco-
nomic activity. In addition to being the ideological center of
the state, the royal capital was the economic center of the
monarch’s domain. The economic resources of the state’s core
were very important to its ability to maintain power. Rulers of
wet-rice states therefore attempted to increase the agricultural
output of their core. Under state supervision the construction
of water tanks and irrigation systems were undertaken, and
economic development in general was encouraged. In Java,
for example, to develop economically peripheral lands, reward
loyal followers, and extend the control of the throne, royal
land grants known as sima (“freehold”) were given. !7 Although
such land was considered to be outside the administrative au-
thority of the king—freeing it from royal demands for taxes and
service—a ceremony dedicating the sima land grant emphasized
that the grantee was expected to remain loyal to the Javanese
state. This ceremony involved an oath in which the grantee
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Dry-field agriculture. Pagan, Burma.

pledged his loyalty, and it culminated with the pronouncement
of a curse by a religious official threatening those present who
were not loyal to their monarch. '8

Although different in nature, the economic center of the
Srivijaya maritime state was functionally similar to those of the
wet-rice producing states. It served as a locus for economic
redistribution, fulfilling roles both as a trade entrepot and as
the central treasury for a series of ports. A downriver port
on the edge of the Sumatra hinterland, the Srivijaya capital
was more vulnerable to attacks from outsiders as well as to
the rebellions of its hinterland inhabitants than the land-based
states that were established inland well away from the coast.
Yet the capital’s economic control over its disparate subject
population—upriver tribesmen and coastal sea nomads—was
similar to that of the land-based states. Because it was difficult
to control directly tribal producers who were distant from the
capital, the Srivijaya state relied on either physical force or
alliance relationships, symbolized by an oath administered to
state subordinates, to establish and maintain its economic
hegemony in peripheral areas. While a royal navy of sea nomads
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Wooden Buddhist statue from Oc-
€o. Photo courtesy Truong Buu
Lam.

maintained the capital’s position as the dominant port on the
Sumatra coast, a network of alliances with its hinterland
tribesmen allowed a flow of goods from the interior to the
ports—giving Srivijaya its economic and thus its political
strength.

The classical political systems, whether wet-rice or riverine,
attempted to draw the resources of their realms—in the form
of tribute, talent, men, and goods—to their centers. Central Ja-
vanese states, for instance, expected both taxes in kind and
labor service from their subjects (see chap. 5). Inscriptions
report that rulers of eastern Java’'s states received specified
shares of local products such as rice and cloth, as well as goods
supplied regularly by traders such as spices, ceramics, and
cloth of foreign origin. Resources acquired from a state’s own
core, when added to tribute extracted from politically subor-

11
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Roman coin from Oc-éo. Photo courtesy
Truong Buu Lam.

dinate peripheral areas, supplied the centers with large quan-
tities of wealth. This wealth was in turn redistributed to
maintain loyalty to the state. One type of investment was the
regional construction of large temple complexes that empha-
sized the state’s theoretical powers. Often such construction
was financed by the transfer of the royal right to a share of
local products and labor to a community, and the community
applied this designated income to finance local temple con-
struction and the temple’s maintenance. In such instances the
royal investment also provided for economic development in the
vicinity of the temple, and the construction of elaborate temple
complexes promoted the growth of an indigenous artisan class.
19

Payments to various state armies and administrators were
important revenue outlays of the state. Military power was es-
sential in the process of concentrating as many resources as
possible at the center. Military strength allowed the state to
“protect” its subordinate territories—whether in theory or in
fact—which in turn facilitated the establishment of the state’s
economic base, the administration of oaths, and the formulation
of the various royal cults. To insure the flow of revenues that
supported the classical state, a system of record keeping was

12
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initiated and in the more developed wet-rice states a council
was formed to handle it. This royal administrative council, con-
centrated at the center, was composed of a small group of ad-
ministrators who were generally literate and capable of dealing
with a variety of matters. 2° Periodically they were sent out indi-
vidually or as members of a mobile royal retinue traveling from
place to place within the realm to act on disputes that could
not be solved locally or on affairs that were considered to be
in the state’s interest. 2! These state administrators also partici-
pated in the various state ceremonies. In a system of statecraft
in which ritual links were a vital tool of integration, it was es-
sential that the ritual at the center be performed by an elite who
knew how to conduct the required ceremonies properly. 22

To achieve political integration, the leaders of a classical
Southeast Asian state had to diversify the state’s economy as
well as manipulate a set of symbols that would distinguish them
from other elites in the state. Therefore, the ruling elite of a
coastal-based state who had ambitions of political grandeur, for
example, had to make their state a leader in the externally fo-
cused international trade sector. To accomplish this, they had
to establish their economic and political authority over upriver
populations as well as over the maritime-oriented inhabitants of
the coastal enclave. To depend only on the redistributions—the
allocation of rewards and resources that served to help inte-
grate the society—derived from facilitating trade in a coastal
enclave with limited upriver ties made a coastal-based riverine
political system vulnerable to the fluctuations of international
trade. If revenues derived from international trade diminished,
political and economic alliances that depended on the
redistribution of trade goods could no longer be sustained.
As the maritime trade diminished, the state’s maritime allies
might turn to open piracy to maintain their personal livelihood,
thereby further destroying the coastal center’s viability by dis-
couraging international traders from navigating the state’s
waters.

Likewise a state too dependent on income derived from
its wet-rice plain base was also limited in its development po-
tential. The rice plain state elites of both Java and Angkor
shared land control with rival landed elites and institutions.
Some of the competing institutions had been created by the
state’s elite to reinforce the state’s legitimacy. For example,
temples and temple networks were heavily endowed with eco-
nomic resources by various classical-era rulers. Initially this pa-
tronage returned merit and bestowed superior status on the

13
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state elite, but over time the continued endowment of temples
could have left the temples with income rights exceeding those
of the state. A network of temples could—and in the case of
the Burmese state of Pagan did 23 —use their wealth and their
control over large segments of the state’s land and labor to in-
fluence state policy.

Since income derived from the land was the major source
of a rice plain-based elite’s ability to exercise political sover-
eignty, providing the would-be ruler with material as well as
“symbolic” capital with which to construct alliance networks,
a successful sovereign had to have either immense personal
prowess or greater economic resources at his personal disposal
than did potential sovereigns from other elites within the realm.
It was only when those claiming sovereignty in a rice plain state
became more actively involved in external commercial affairs
that the authority of the state leaders and their court relative to
competing regionally based elites and institutions became more
secure. Economic leadership in the commercial sector provided
a new source of income for wet-rice plain monarchs and in
turn enhanced their political accomplishments. Development of
an international trade sector also promoted the prosperity of
the wet-rice sector, providing new markets for local rice pro-
duction and facilitating the expansion of wet-rice agriculture,
which then stimulated the development of a more integrated po-
litical and economic order.

STRUCTURES OF TRADE IN THE CLASSICAL
SOUTHEAST ASIAN WORLD

Two models may be used to explain the ways that external
trade came into contact with existing and developing internal
forms of exchange. One reflects the riverine political system,
in which upriver exchange networks connected with foreign
trade at coastal centers through the agency of river mouth
rulers who shared trade-derived prosperity with the interior.
The second model attempts to show how trade was conducted
in the river plain realms of the Southeast Asian mainland and
Java. Contact with foreign merchants was similar to that in the
riverine states. Trade gravitated toward the coastal centers,
and the trade’s profits were redistributed to emphasize the
ruler’s hegemony. But the geography of a rice plain economy
held greater potential for the evolution of an integrated and hi-
erarchical system of market exchange, which was capable of
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facilitating political and social integration. In both economic
systems the potential for conflict with foreigners was minimized
because trading activities were confined to the coastal ports,
where business was transacted by indigenous merchants who
supplied the rice, pepper, and other products the foreign sea-
farers desired. %4

Riverine and Rice Plain Exchange Networks

Figure 1 gives a diagram of exchange in decentralized
Southeast Asian riverine political systems. 2> In this model, an
economic system’s trade “center” (A) is a coastal base located
at a river mouth. Points B and C are secondary and third order
centers located at upstream primary and secondary river junc-
tions. Point D identifies distant upstream centers, the initial
concentration point for products originating in more remote
parts of the river watershed. Points E and F are the ultimate
producers—the nonmarket-oriented population centers of the
hinterland and upland or upriver villages whose loyalty to the
marketing system dominated by A is minimal. A 1 represents
a rival river-mouth center and its marketing system. A 1 can
compete for the loyalty of E and F as well as for trade with X, an
overseas center that consumes the exports and supplies imports
forAand A 1.

This riverine marketing system is integrated by coercion,
where practical, or can be directly administered or colonized
by A. A holds the loyalty of its marketing system by exacting
oaths and/or tribute or through exercising its ability to select
or confirm local leadership. A must also compete with B to es-
tablish and maintain dominance over the hinterland network. A
relates to B and the other upriver centers via emphasis on tra-
ditional mechanisms of alliance but also depends on X as a con-
sumer of local products or as a supplier of foreign luxury goods
and as the source of the entire network’s prosperity. X, though,
can likely acquire goods from each of several As, concentrating
upon a coastal center where foreign merchants can acquire the
best quality or the best deal, or ideally both. X can shift its trade
to a rival A without regard for the acute economic or political
hardships suffered by a center temporarily deprived of trade, or
X can even attempt to deal directly with the interior centers of
supply. Points A and A 1 are thus natural enemies, and it is in the
interest of one or the other to establish political hegemony over
the other. In this instance A’s control of A 1’s entire marketing
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Figure 1

Riverine System Exchange
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Adapted from Bennet Bronson, “Exchange at the Upstream and Down-
stream Ends: Notes Toward a Functional Model of the Coastal State in
Southeast Asia,” 42.

network is not even necessary. 26 As long as A controls A 1, A will
dominate the flow of trade goods to and from A 1’s river mouth.
A’s dominance over B 1 could also conceivably accomplish this

same objective.

This riverine system model can be applied to the Srivijaya
maritime state as documented in the early seventh-century in-
scriptions discussed in chapter 4 (see map 4). 27 Initially
Srivijaya’s center was in the Palembang area of Sumatra, a
point at the intersection of several river systems upriver from
the coast, a strategic position that allowed Srivijaya’s rulers
to dominate commerce flowing upriver and downriver from its
harbor. Palembang’s control over its hinterland was based on
its own physical might, but was especially dependent on an
oath of allegiance that was administered to the state’s sub-
ordinate elites, inculcations, the systematic redistribution of
wealth from the royal treasury, alliances with local chieftains
(datu), and even the assignment of royal princes to leadership
positions in the hinterland. Srivijaya’s marketing network was
based more upon alliances and the common sharing of the
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wealth derived from foreign trade than on direct coercion. The
Srivijaya monarch was recognized as the source of the system’s
prosperity.

Palembang’s natural enemy was Jambi, a rival coastal center
dominating the Batang Hari River system. Consequently, one of
the Srivijaya ruler’s first expeditions of conquest was against
Jambi in A.D. 682. Srivijaya’s victory over the rival river-system
center and subsequent victories over other river-mouth centers
on the Sumatran, Malayan, and western Javanese coasts guar-
anteed Srivijaya’s control over the flow of goods within the
Strait of Malacca and as well from the region into the interna-
tional trade route.

The riverine system model implies that the riverine system
was by nature impermanent, and indeed some historians believe
that Srivijaya as a political entity was characterized by a
shifting center. The Srivijayan “capital” may have initially been
on the Musi River system but in the eleventh century was at
Jambi and was likely focused on other riverine centers in the
Strait of Malacca region at times in between. 28

Chinese dynastic records document this internal compe-
tition among the various Malay river systems. Numerous river-
mouth centers sent tribute missions to the Chinese court in
hopes of receiving recognition as a “preferred” trade partner
of the Chinese. 2?2 Such recognition would seemingly have re-
inforced a riverine center’s ability to trade not only with the
Chinese but also to assume a special position in trade with West-
ern merchants who would stop in the Southeast Asian archi-
pelago on their way to China.

While the riverine system diagram provides a model for the
understanding of trade relationships within the island world,
the geography and historical records of the river-plain realms of
the mainland and Java do not lend themselves to this analysis.
The second model (see fig. 2) better characterizes the com-
mercial networks in the rice plain economies of Java and the
Southeast Asian mainland. Although discussion of the model in
this chapter is specific to Java, the model is intended to illus-
trate the rice plain states’ trade structure in general, and it will
be applied to the rice plain states of the mainland in subsequent
chapters.

Contemporary Javanese inscriptions portray networks of
clustered villages called wanua as the most important units of
local integration in the pre-Islamic Javanese hinterland. These
village networks are generally viewed as units of social and po-
litical integration; what is not understood is how the indigenous

17



Trade and Statecraft in Early Southeast Asia

Figure 2

Marketing in Pre-European Java
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village networks provided for the flow of goods from coastal
ports to village cluster markets. Merchants who had external
ties and who were encouraged by Javanese monarchs had a role
in providing this commercial linkage. 3° Such encouragement
may be seen, for example, in the royal grants to merchants that
freed them from royal tax assessments on their transactions
within specified village cluster markets. 3! However, the village
clusters may be equally understood as local marketing networks
whose nucleus was in every instance a periodic market, iden-
tified as pkén in Javanese inscriptions.

In pre-Islamic Java, pkén village markets operated on a five-
day weekly cycle; itinerant merchants circulated among groups
of tightly knit village clusters within this cycle. Figure 2 shows
the resulting hypothetical marketing hierarchy. At the base of
the marketing system were the wanua, local village clusters
(“communities of exchange”) that converged at a market center
(pken) where the village cluster’s inhabitants gathered once
every five days. The pken markets were centers of local ex-
change. Market participants included farmers and artisans who
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sold their products and who purchased local goods or those
commodities transported to the market by itinerant peddlers.
32 To facilitate easy access for the population, a pkén market-
place would have to have been located within walking distance
of the homes of the village cluster’s inhabitants, thus dictating
the pken market’s position near the geographical center of the
village cluster. A local official controlled access to the market-
place, collected taxes on goods offered for sale, and in general
represented the village cluster’s interest in dealings with the
itinerant peddlers. 33

These itinerant peddlers, identified in the inscriptions by
the titles adwal and apikul, linked village clusters horizontally
into marketing networks composed of multiple wanua commu-
nities of exchange. Peddlers circulated among pkén markets
and made their travels conform to the indigenous marketing
cycle—or the local marketing cycle conformed to the travels of
the peddlers. In either case the various village-cluster commu-
nities of exchange were integrated into market cycles, which
allowed one wanua community’s pken market to hold its trans-
actions on a certain day of the week and others one each on
the other four. A band of roving peddlers could thus have po-
tentially served five wanua communities, participating in a dif-
ferent pkén market every day and trading in each village cluster
once every five days.

The peddlers and their pken market networks, in turn, were
integrated by intermediate full-time market centers. Unlike the
pkén markets, the intermediate centers of exchange had per-
manent shops or at the minimum a market that met every day.
Such centers were inhabited by ada gang, “large-scale traders,”
who conducted both a retail and wholesale trade, as well as
groups of artisans. 34 Also based in the intermediate center
were abakul, “market-based middlemen,” who were the key to
the natural flow of commodities between village clusters and
the intermediate market center. Both serviced the needs of
the pkén-focused itinerant peddlers, supplying goods of various
sorts in exchang