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The first edition of Southeast Asia: An introductory history was published in 1979 and
immediately filled a need for travellers and students interested in a tantalisingly different part of
the world. Subsequent editions (translated into Japanese, Khmer, Korean, Chinese and Thai)
have continued to document with great perception the enormous changes and dramatic growth
experienced in the region.Dr Milton Osborne has been a resident, student and fascinated
observer of Southeast Asia for many years. This familiarity has resulted in a highly readable and
lively chronicle. While giving due regard to the early history of the region, Osborne concentrates
on the changes that have taken place since the 18th century: the impact of colonial rule, the
economic transformations of the 19th and 20th centuries, the emergence and triumph of the
independence movements, the impact of social change and the pivotal roles played by religion,
ethnic minorities and immigrant groups. He also provides an introduction to the art of the region
and a comprehensive guide to literature about Southeast Asia.Clearly written and extensively
illustrated Southeast Asia: An introductory history remains a classic in the field.'Still one of the
best short introductory histories of the region...' Eric Tagliacozzo, Cornell University



‘An overview of Southeast Asia by one of our most distinguished historians … takes in the Asian
Economic Crisis and the terrorism which dominates the media right now. A book for those
curious about Angkor or the ancient Malay world, Milton Osborne also employs his cool
judgement to examine the way the past influences border relations, separatist movements, the
quest for identity and other key issues challenging the region today. While deepening our
understanding of Southeast Asia, this fine introduction reminds us also of the importance of
history itself.’—Anthony Milner, Basham Professor of Asian History, Australian National
University‘Students of Southeast Asian history will be grateful to Milton Osborne for writing this
appealing and intelligent tour de force; the book is a triumph of organisation.—David Chandler,
Australian Outlook‘Osborne challenges his readers with plenty of questions and has a feel for
the landscape.’—O.W. Wolters, Cornell University‘Milton Osborne has given an admirable
introductory history.’—Hugh Tinker, History Today‘Above all because it tells a single,
comprehensive, and integrated story, this is clearly the textbook of choice for students
encountering Southeast Asia for the first time.’—Arthur Waldron, Lauder Professor of
International Relations, Department of History, University of Pennsylvania‘… He writes books on
the region which have two qualities rarely found in combination: impeccable and authoritative
scholarship and the vividness and lightness of touch of first-rate travel writing.’—Christopher
Koch on The Mekong: Turbulent Past, Uncertain FutureAlso by Milton OsborneBooksThe French
Presence in Cochinchina and Cambodia:Rule and Response (1859–1905), 1969; reprinted with
introduction 1997Region of Revolt: Focus on Southeast Asia, 1970; revised and expanded
edition 1971Politics and Power in Cambodia: The Sihanouk Years, 1973River Road to China:
The Mekong River Expedition, 1866–1973, 1975; new edition 1996Before Kampuchea: Preludes
to Tragedy, 1979, 1984; reprinted with Postscript, 1984Sihanouk: Prince of Light, Prince of
Darkness, 1994; Japanese edition 1996; Czech edition 2003The Mekong: Turbulent Past,
Uncertain Future, 2000; updated edition 2006Exploring Southeast Asia: A Traveller’s History of
the Region, 2002Phnom Penh: A Cultural and Literary History, 2008Pol Pol Solved the Leprosy
Problem: Remembering Colonial and Post-Colonial Worlds 1956–1981, 2019Research
monographsSingapore and Malaysia, 1964Strategic Hamlets in South Viet-Nam: A Survey and
a Comparison, 1965River at Risk: The Mekong and the Water Politics of China and Southeast
Asia, 2004The Paramount Power: China and the Countries of Southeast Asia, 2006The Mekong:
River Under Threat, 2009Dr Milton Osborne is a writer and consultant on Asian issues and the
author of many books, including Sihanouk: Prince of Light, Prince of Darkness, River Road to
China, The Mekong: Turbulent Past, Uncertain Future and Exploring Southeast Asia: A
Traveller’s Guide to the Region. He is a regular visitor to Southeast Asia and is a former
Nonresident Fellow at the Lowy Institute for International Policy.All illustrations are the author’s
own unless otherwise indicated.This thirteenth edition published in 2020First published in
1979Earlier editions translated into Japanese, Khmer, Korean, Thai and ChineseCopyright ©
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century.IntroductionIn introducing previous editions of this book I have drawn attention to the



rapidity of the changes taking place in contemporary Southeast Asia, changes that reflect the
region’s dynamism and which can often only be fully understood in terms of its past history. The
economic resilience of the countries of Southeast Asia, despite the ravages of the Asian
Financial Crisis at the end of the twentieth century, is a striking index of the region’s
contemporary dynamism, as is the entrenchment of democracy in Indonesia, the largest country
in the region. On the other hand, and as an example of the relevance of the past to the present,
the prolonged civil unrest in Thailand in the first decade of the twenty-first century involving the
Red and Yellow Shirt factions in Bangkok is a case in point. For these developments can only be
properly understood if account is taken of political and demographic developments in Thailand
in the nineteenth century, and even the early decades of the twentieth.The same observation
can be made about the contemporary separatist movements found in the south of both the
Philippines and Thailand. Even with their very different histories there is a common thread in
these movements, a deep sense of a differing identity on the part of the separatists because of
their embrace of Islam in contrast to the Catholic faith of the majority of the Philippines’
population and the Buddhist faith of the majority in Thailand. In both cases, a sense exists on the
part of the separatists that their history is different from that of the majority of the population in
both states.Much of Southeast Asia’s history may be viewed in terms of a pattern of challenge
and response, with the most striking example of this pattern the region’s experience of
colonialism. But there were challenges of a different kind that faced the rulers and communities
before the onset of European colonial expansion: the shaping of societies in the face of
environmental and physical challenge, as was the case with the development of a complex
hydraulic-based society at Angkor, or the mastery of long-haul voyaging by the sailors and
traders of Srivijaya as they steered their frail craft from Sumatra to China. What is striking is the
extent to which the modern states of Southeast Asia now must confront new challenges in
societies that have been radically transformed over the past seventy years. This latest edition,
with its updated statistics, underlines the extent to which Southeast Asian populations are now
larger in size than they were a decade ago, and dramatically larger than was the case at the end
of the Second World War: the population of Jakarta in 1945 was less than a million; today
Greater Jakarta has a population of about twenty-two million—by some reckoning and adding in
nearby urban agglomerations the figure rises to thirty million. This growth in urban population,
which is reflected throughout most of Southeast Asia, alerts us to the fact that past images of the
region as predominantly rural in character with a small number of primate cities is badly out of
date. As more Southeast Asian live in cities and towns their life expectancy has increased and
they are gaining greater opportunities for education, a development with strong political
overtones, as well as a challenge to governments in terms of the demands for services.In
revising the text of this book I have endeavoured to take account of the latest advances in our
knowledge of Southeast Asia’s history—the fact that there is a continuing flow of new and
important research is one of the reasons the study of the area remains so fascinating. This is
particularly the case in discussion of early Cambodian history. It is a topic that has benefited



from intense research over the past several decades, with some of the recent thinking about the
Angkorian period already noted in the previous editions of the book. And new information
continues to emerge as the result of technological advances, including the use of Lidar (light
detection and ranging) laser beam imaging mentioned in Chapter Two. Overall, it is certainly the
case that scholarship in relation to the whole of the region is becoming ever richer and deeper in
character. Because this is the case, I have again revised the Suggested Readings in light of
recent publications, although with an awareness that this is an introductory history so that
readers may always look elsewhere for more detailed bibliographic guidance.As with the two
previous editions of my book, I have adopted the now common usage of recording dates as
being in or before the ‘Common Era’ (CE). For simplicity I refer to ‘Thailand’ throughout the book,
rather than to ‘Siam’, the name used to describe the country before the 1930s. How to refer to
the country that has long been known as ‘Burma’ has proved a challenge, in part because some
inhabitants of that country dispute the validity of a change to the new official name of ‘Myanmar’
for political reasons—the new title of ‘The Union of Myanmar’ was decreed in 1989. It is still the
case that the use of the latter name has not been universally accepted in the English-speaking
world. I have adopted a compromise: I have continued to refer to ‘Burma’ followed by the name
‘Myanmar’ in brackets, when the country is first mentioned in each chapter, until Chapter
Fourteen. From that point on I simply refer to ‘Myanmar’. Nevertheless, I recognise that the
longer the new usage continues the more likely it is that references to ‘Burma’, at least in relation
to the contemporary state, will eventually disappear—this is already the case among the
countries that make up the membership of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN). With a high proportion of minorities in the population of Burma—about 30 per cent of
the total—there seems no alternative for the moment than to use the term ‘Burmese’ to refer to
all the inhabitants of the country and to record the ethnic majority population as ‘Burmans
(Bamar people)’. I have also in the frequent references to the former great city in central Burma
(Myanmar) used the spelling ‘Bagan’, rather than the older usage of ‘Pagan’. In the case of the
city in Malaysia previously written as ‘Malacca’, I have now used the modern usage of ‘Melaka’,
though I continue to refer to the Straits of Malacca. Throughout the book I have used the familiar
name ‘East Timor’ and the relatively newly official designation of ‘Timor-Leste’ for that country
interchangeably.No book is the work of a single person and I again thank all of those who have
helped me in various ways in writing about Southeast Asia over many years; their names are
recorded in previous editions. In the twelfth edition I singled out one name to be repeated and do
so again, by paying tribute to the late Oliver Wolters. Without his guidance and inspiration at
Cornell I probably would never have ventured to write about Southeast Asia. In the previous
edition of this book I referred to the deaths of two good friends and fine scholars who added so
much to my understanding of the region, Pamela Gutman and Grant Evans. Both died far too
early and when they were still poised to contribute much more to our knowledge of the region’s
history. And I now refer to the passing of another friend, John Legge, whose astute comments on
the book’s first draft were of vital importance to its initial publication. His death in 2016 shortly



after the previous edition of this book was published brought to an end a long life devoted to
promoting the study of Southeast Asia and to offering generous personal guidance to those who
sought to write about the region.I again thank Patrick Gallagher and Rebecca Kaiser at Allen &
Unwin for their continuing support of this book. But, as always, I must emphasise that any
shortcomings in the book are mine alone.Milton OsborneSydney, 2020ONEWhat is Southeast
Asia?There is no better place to start than with a discussion of size and scale. For a newcomer
to Southeast Asian history the past is more confusing than the jumbled present. Yet even when
considering the present an outsider has the greatest difficulty in visualising just how large an
area Southeast Asia occupies in geographical terms, and how substantial is the size of its
population. The fact that Indonesia’s population is approaching 267 million may be well known.
But how often is that fact recognised as meaning that Indonesia has the fourth largest population
in the world? Only China, India and the United States have larger populations than Indonesia.
And how many casual observers think of a now-united Vietnam as having a substantially larger
population, at 96 million, than such countries as Spain (47 million), Poland (39 million), and
Canada (38 million)? Vietnam’s population is even larger than Turkey’s (83 million), yet Vietnam
is only one of four Southeast Asian states, in addition to Indonesia, whose populations are each
in excess of 30 million: The Philippines, 108 million; Thailand, 69 million; Burma (Myanmar) 54
million. Figures can only be approximate where population is concerned, but of the world’s
population at the beginning of the third decade of the twenty-first century Southeast Asia
accounted for no less than 8 per cent of the total. The significance of this percentage is made
clear when the population of China is expressed as a percentage of the world’s total. China, the
world’s most populous country, accounts for around 20 per cent of the total. Against this
yardstick alone, therefore, the population of the Southeast Asian region is substantial
indeed.Size by itself does not mean power, and this is as true for contemporary Southeast Asia
as it was for other countries and regions in the past. Whatever the power that an individual
Southeast Asian state can exert within its own borders, or outside them, none of the countries in
the region has yet developed the global power that was once exerted by some European
powers, such as Britain in its imperial heyday, or by the superpowers of the last quarter of the
twentieth century. Here, right away, is a major question for historians of Southeast Asia to
consider: why has the Southeast Asian region, despite its size, played so small a part in the
shifts of global power over the past two thousand years?The answer, or more correctly answers,
to this question will need to take account of many factors, not all of them agreed among those
who make it their business to study the Southeast Asian region. To a great extent, moreover, the
answers will point to the need to think about Southeast Asia in terms that will often seem
surprising for those whose cultural background has been strongly influenced by Europe. Here is
where scale as well as size deserves attention.When dealing with the unknown or little known
there is a strong tendency to think of cities, countries or groups of people as being in some way
smaller in size and importance than is the case for better-known areas and peoples. In the same
fashion there is a familiar readiness to discount the achievements of unfamiliar civilisations by



comparison with the presumed importance of our own society and cultural traditions. This may
be less of a feature of life today than it was in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when
the exploring Europeans and their successors, the administrators, missionaries, planters and
men of commerce, had not the slightest doubt about their own superiority, however mistaken
they may have been in this belief. Nonetheless, the problem remains today as Southeast Asia is
still an unfamiliar area to most who live outside its boundaries.Because we know that London
and Paris are major cities today, and that these are the modern successors of settlements dating
back to Roman times, our tendency is to think of their always having been large and important.
Londinium was important in Roman times, possibly more so than the settlement of Lutetia,
which was to change its name to Paris in the fourth century. But because of our familiarity with
the name London it is hard, perhaps, to visualise just how small this centre was in Roman times
and through to the period of the Norman Conquest. When William the Conqueror was crowned
King of England in Westminster Abbey on Christmas Day 1066 London still did not enjoy the
status of being England’s royal city. No more than 35 000 persons lived in the ill-kept streets of
this medieval city; yet this is scarcely an image of London summoned up today. At the same
time, in the then unknown land of Cambodia—unknown, that is, to the men and women of
Europe—a population of perhaps a million grouped around and supported a city that could rival
and surpass any then existing in Europe for its architectural achievement, its sophisticated water
engineering, and its capacity to produce a harvest of two or even three rice crops each year.
This was the city of Angkor from whose ruins with their accompanying rich stock of inscriptions
we have come to know of a civilisation of remarkable achievement and high technological
complexity. But whereas the wonders of Europe, of Rome and Venice, of Paris and London, and
a dozen other major cities, have preoccupied scholars and interested observers for hundreds of
years, the great Cambodian city of Angkor, the centre of a powerful empire for nearly six
centuries, only became part of general Western consciousness in the nineteenth century, and
then only slowly.The point may be made over and over again. Athens, Thebes and Sparta were
tiny states, nevertheless they live in the minds of those who study European history for the
contributions that they made to the development of European culture, in that term’s broadest
sense. By contrast, it is still rare outside either specialist circles, or among those who have
travelled widely, to find knowledge of the empire of Bagan (Pagan), a centre of Burmese power
from the ninth to the thirteenth century and the site of a temple complex that some believe rivals
the buildings of Angkor. Those who are the inheritors of the Western tradition are not
immediately receptive to the religious and cultural underpinnings of the societies that built
Bagan and Angkor. The same problem of a lack of immediate empathy is apparent when
attention turns to another early Southeast Asian empire. It is easier for a Westerner to conjure up
a picture, accurate or otherwise, of Christopher Columbus sailing to the Americas than it is to
picture the heroic navigational feats of Malay sailors who voyaged to China and made the
Sumatra-based empire of Srivijaya, which flourished between the fourth and eleventh centuries
of the Common Era, such a powerful force in early Southeast Asian history.The contrast



between an awareness of Europe and unawareness of Southeast Asia, on the part of those who
do not live in the region, should not be stressed beyond reason. There are a great many good
reasons why it is easier to understand segments of European history and why real and
continuing difficulties stand in the way of acquiring a similar background awareness of the
historical process in Southeast Asia. To gain a truly deep knowledge of early Southeast Asian
history requires time, dedication, and a readiness to learn a surprisingly large range of
languages. All this is required for the study of problems that may often seem lacking in general
interest. Generations of scholars have laboured in some cases to leave little more than
fragments for incorporation in the overall fabric of the region’s history. For the general student
there is, fortunately, some middle ground between a broad lack of knowledge and scholarly
devotion to detail that is, however admirable, the preserve of the specialist.So far in this
introductory chapter the term Southeast Asia has been used in a general, undifferentiated
fashion. In the 1930s this would have caused surprise, for only a few persons at that time
thought and spoke about ‘Southeast Asia’. Some writers used the term ‘Further India’ to
describe sections of Southeast Asia, as if all that was to be found beyond the Bay of Bengal was
the Indian subcontinent on a smaller scale. It is only necessary to think of the influence that
China has had over the formation of Vietnamese cultural life, or of the extent to which the
Philippines has acquired a very special character because of the long-term Spanish influence in
those islands, to realise how inappropriate the term ‘Further India’ is. Another general
description that was used before the Second World War was ‘Asia of the Monsoons’, a term
deriving from the monsoon weather pattern that is important in almost all of Southeast Asia. This
term, used by geographers most particularly, did not relate merely to the area that modern
scholars have termed Southeast Asia, but applied also to Sri Lanka and much of India, as well
as areas of southern China, that might equally well be described as monsoon lands.For the most
part, however, neither the foreigners who worked in Southeast Asia before the Second World
War, whether as scholars or otherwise, nor the indigenous inhabitants of the countries of
Southeast Asia, thought about the region in general terms. The general tendency to do so came
with the Second World War when, as a result of military circumstances, the concept of a
Southeast Asian region began to take hold. From a strategic military point of view it was
apparent that an area existed that was not India, nor China, nor part of the Pacific. Instead, a
sense began to grow that Brunei, Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Malaysia,
Singapore and Indonesia—to use modern names rather than those different ones which, in
some cases, were current in the early 1940s—formed some kind of geographical unit. The
omission of the Philippines is deliberate, at this stage, for the question of whether or not the
Philippines formed part of Southeast Asia was to remain a matter of scholarly uncertainty as late
as the 1960s. As for East Timor (now known officially as Timor-Leste), until that territory was
invaded by Indonesia in 1975 it scarcely rated a mention in general surveys of Southeast Asian
history. As the government of East Timor pursues its policy of seeking membership of the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), future surveys of Southeast Asian affairs will



increasingly come to include it as an integral part of the region—in this book its history is only
examined very briefly.The sense of Southeast Asia being a geographical and cultural unit did
not, of course, depend solely upon strategic thinking. Already, in the 1920s and 1930s,
anthropologists and historians had begun to take account of the similarities that could be found
between one region of what we now call Southeast Asia and another. Similarities in the rituals
used by the various royal courts throughout mainland Southeast Asia were recognised as an
indication of a common inheritance or tradition. Basic similarities in family structure were found
to exist over a wide area. And for all of the evidence that was accumulating of the importance of
foreign ideas, and of foreigners, throughout Southeast Asia’s long history, historians had begun
assembling the evidence that showed a regional pattern of international relations within
Southeast Asia from its earliest historical periods. Southeast Asia was not, in other words,
merely a region that sustained the impact of its greater neighbours, China and India. Empires
within the region waxed and waned and at various times links were established between the
mainland and the islands of the Indonesian Archipelago involving both politics and trade. Some
of the most striking examples of such links are the ancient bronze drums that have been found
throughout mainland and maritime Southeast Asia and which are thought to have originated in
areas of contemporary northern Vietnam and southern China. In many cases the drums date
from well before the Common Era.With the end of the Second World War the tendency to think
of Southeast Asia as a whole gained even greater currency as there was a sharp increase in the
amount of scholarly attention given to the region. Now, more than ever before, the underlying
similarities to be found throughout a wide range of the region were stressed by historians,
anthropologists, political scientists, and linguists, to mention only the prominent academic
disciplines. To sense why these scholars found their work so exciting, and to emphasise the way
in which the picture of Southeast Asia as a unit deserving of study in its own right emerged, it is
useful to review briefly some of the features of the region that are now taken for granted but
which only gained general recognition after the Second World War.Probably most important was
the recognition that the countries of Southeast Asia were neither ‘little Indias’ nor ‘little Chinas’.
The impact of those two great countries on the region cannot be dismissed, though the degree
and character of their influence is still debated, but the essential right of Southeast Asian
countries to be considered culturally independent units was generally established. To put the
matter in another fashion, if the tendency in the past had been to think of Southeast Asia as an
area shaped by external cultural values, most particularly those of India and China, scholars now
paid just as much attention to the strength and importance of indigenous cultural traditions.
Where Indian or Chinese influence did play a major part in the development of Southeast Asian
art, or religion, or political theory, stress began to be placed on the extent to which Burmese,
Cambodians, Indonesians, and others adapted these foreign ideas to suit their own needs and
values. The importance of Indian religious concepts, for instance, must be recognised for a
broad area of Southeast Asia. But one of the most essential features of Hinduism, the rigid caste
system, was never adopted in the countries outside India. Indian artistic and architectural



concepts played an important part in the development of Southeast Asian art. Yet the glories of
Pagan, Angkor, and the temple complexes of Java stem from their own individual character, just
as the exquisite Buddha images that were created in Thailand, and elsewhere in the region, are
quite different from the images to be found in India. Even in Vietnam, where dependence upon
an external, Chinese cultural tradition has clearly been more significant than elsewhere in
Southeast Asia, the strength of non-Chinese cultural life, particularly below the level of the royal
court, belies any picture of that country as a mere receiver of ideas, unable to offer traditions of
its own.Southeast Asian and foreign scholars alike came to recognise that Indian and Chinese
influence had been over-emphasised in the past and that insufficient attention had been paid to
fundamental similarities existing in the societies making up the region. While uniformity most
certainly is not present throughout the societies of Southeast Asia, certain broad similarities
spread across a wide area are striking. The importance of the nuclear or individual family in
much of Southeast Asia, as opposed to the importance placed on the extended family in India,
was one of these broad similarities. So, too, the generally important place allotted women in the
peasant society of traditional Southeast Asia reflected both a widespread value and a contrast
with both Indian and Chinese societies.Another factor leading to interest in the Southeast Asian
region as a whole was the recognition of how much linguistic unity there was from area to area,
cutting right across the boundaries set, in many cases, by colonial powers. There are still people
who have not shed the illusions fostered by the former colonial powers which sought to
emphasise disunity rather than to recognise broad similarities. So, not very long ago there were
people who spoke and wrote as if the language of northern Vietnam was quite different from the
language spoken in the southern regions of that country. The reality is that Vietnam, like almost
any other country, has dialectical variations from region to region. But, if linguistic unity is taken
as a significant factor indicating basic broader social unities, then Vietnam despite its
fragmented political history is unified indeed. The difference between the Vietnamese spoken in
the north of that country and the Vietnamese to be heard in the south is certainly no greater than
the difference between ‘educated southern English’ and broad Scots. And the difference is a
great deal less than that to be found between the dialects of northern and southern Italy.When
looking at areas larger than a single country such as Vietnam, the presence of broad linguistic
unity is more striking. Some of this unity is apparent only to the most skilled scholars. This is the
case with the quite recent suggestion that modern Vietnamese and Khmer (or Cambodian) have
a common, if very distant, linguistic ancestor. For the nonspecialist this is difficult to
comprehend, in part because of the fact that of these languages Vietnamese is tonal, while
Khmer is non-tonal. But a nonspecialist can respond to the striking fact that the Tai language,
admittedly with considerable dialectical variations, is spoken not only in Thailand, but in parts of
southern China, in Vietnam, in the Shan states of Burma, in Laos, in both western and
northeastern Cambodia, and, though this is less and less the case today, in the extreme north of
peninsular Malaysia. Here is a situation full of interest and importance. That the Tai language has
such a broad distribution alerts us to the often artificial character of the border lines drawn on



maps, for if a common language were taken as a basis for establishing a state, then to divide the
lowland areas of Laos from Thailand seems hard to justify. At the same time, an awareness of
the presence of Tai-speaking persons over such a wide area of Southeast Asia brings a
recognition of the extent to which many of the states of modern Southeast Asia are troubled by
disunity resulting from the presence within their frontiers of minority groups. Their interests,
including their linguistic interest, are not shared by the majority or dominant and governing
group. Many Tai-speaking Shans in Burma, to take only one example, continue in modern times
as in the past to resent control by the ethnic Burmans (Bamar people), who are their longtime
rivals and speak a different language.Another most important instance of linguistic unity is the
broad spread of the Indonesian/Malay language, known among specialists as ‘Austronesian’.
Here again the dialectical differences from region to region are considerable, but variants of this
basic language are spoken throughout modern Brunei, East Timor, Indonesia and Malaysia, and
in the Philippines, as well as along the southern coastal regions of Thailand, Cambodia and
Vietnam, where there are long-established Indonesian/Malay-speaking settlements. Yet just as
the national motto of Indonesia is ‘Unity in Diversity’, the similarities and unities that have just
been described should not blind a student of Southeast Asia to the profound differences that do
exist from place to place and between one ethnic group and another. Indeed, a study of the
history of Southeast Asia raises some of the most difficult issues of judgment in this regard.
What should be emphasised for a region or for a period, the unities or the differences? And to
what extent should we concentrate on the continuities that so often seem a feature of Southeast
Asian history rather than paying attention to the discontinuities, to the breaks with the past and
the changes that disturb any suggestion that we are dealing with an area in which traditional
patterns are still dominant and little affected by the modern world?Mainland Southeast Asia:
Distribution of Tai-speaking peoplesThe Tai language is not only the principal language of the
population of Thailand. It is, in addition, spoken widely by the Shans of Burma, by the lowland
population of Laos, and in the northern parts of Vietnam, Cambodia and Malaysia. Tai speakers
are also to be found in the extreme south of China.There can be no certain and agreed answer
to any of these questions, for what is involved is judgment, whether individual or collective, and
judgment will always be open to argument. Judgment will also always be subject to fashion and
there is no doubt that historical and anthropological fashions, to mention only two scholarly
disciplines, are as changeable, if not quite as frequently, as fashions in clothes. Yet there might
be some sort of general agreement about the following propositions. The study of Southeast
Asia over the past seventy years has contributed greatly to the acceptance that this is a region
deserving attention as a whole and as an entity separate from the cultures of South Asia and
China. To think of Southeast Asia in this framework is very much a product of the post-Second
World War years and contrasts considerably with the way that scholars approached the region in
earlier periods. Now that the unities and similarities have been generally recognised, however, it
remains important to give due attention to the differences that do set geographical region apart
from geographical region, ethnic group apart from ethnic group, and which, for a traveller, so



often make the physical transition from one area of Southeast Asia to another an easily and
sharply perceived experience.The sheer size of the geographical region making up Southeast
Asia, stretching over more than thirty-five degrees of latitude and nearly fifty degrees of
longitude, prepares us for its immensely varied geographical character. If population has
traditionally been concentrated in lowland settlements, along the sea coasts and by rivers and
lakes, this only tells part of the story of geography and settlement patterns. The demands of high-
density settlement in northern Vietnam, for instance, have led to a very different approach to
agriculture along the Red River from that followed by the much less concentrated Vietnamese
population in the Mekong River delta. Yet even along the lower Mekong River a modern traveller
can still see dramatic evidence of the difference that exists between the physical landscape of
Cambodia and southern Vietnam, as the result of differing population pressures in those
neighbouring regions and of differing values about the aims to be pursued by an agricultural
population. To drive from Phnom Penh to Ho Chi Minh City (the former Saigon) is to pass,
sharply, from one landscape to another. On the Cambodian side of the frontier there is untilled
land, while the land that is under cultivation is cropped once a year. Scattered clumps of sugar
palms give a sense of scale to the landscape and emphasise that not all other vegetation has
not been sacrificed to the growing of rice. Once over the frontier, however, the scene changes
immediately. Even to a casual observer it is apparent that a very different pattern of agriculture is
followed, one that seemingly leaves no land untilled and grows its two rice crops each year on
land from which the sugar palms have been removed so that the landscape stretching away to
the horizon is unmarked by any vertical features.The contrasts between the physical appearance
of the Mekong delta region of Cambodia and Vietnam are essentially those resulting from
differing agricultural practices. Even more striking are the contrasts that stem directly from basic
geography, from the difference between hill and valley and between those areas favoured by
climate and those where rainfall is uncertain and infrequent. Almost all of Southeast Asia lies in
the tropical zone, yet this does not mean that tropical abundance is universal. For those hill
peoples who live in areas of the upland regions of Thailand, Burma and Laos, the pattern of life
dictated by their physical environment has little reminiscent of the agricultural lushness that, on
occasion, may be typical of existence in more favoured regions.Rapid urban growth in Southeast
AsiaA tale of two cities: Bangkok and JakartaRapid urban growth has been a striking feature of
Southeast Asia’s modern history, particularly since the Second World War. Developments in
Bangkok and Jakarta exemplify this situation. At the end of the Second World War both these
cities had populations of less than a million. Nearly seventy years later, the population of greater
Bangkok was over eighteen times larger, while greater Jakarta’s had grown by more than twenty-
five times its 1945 figure.The continuing growth of Southeast Asia’s primate cities places
tremendous strains on governments faced with the need to provide services for their populations
and to find work for those seeking employment.The whole concept of Southeast Asia as an area
of lushness, growth and fecundity needs qualification. It can be all of these things, but only if
such factors as population pressure do not intrude and when the land is fertile and cultivable.



Nothing is more deceptive than the endless green of ripening crops on the island of Java, where
an ever-increasing population, now totalling nearly 145 million at the beginning of the third
decade of the twenty-first century, is jammed into an area little different in size from England,
where a population not even a quarter of Indonesia’s benefits from the economic diversification
of a developed society. Equally deceptive are the rolling hills covered with rainforest of
peninsular Malaysia. Seen from an aircraft the forests of West Malaysia run away to the horizon,
unbroken by roads or settlement. There is timber wealth here, but little promise of easy rewards
for an increasingly urbanised and growing population, even when forests are levelled to be
replanted with palm oil trees.From the dry zone of Burma to the snow-covered mountains of the
Indonesian province of Papua (formerly Irian Jaya), and from the rolling pastoral grasslands of
northwestern Vietnam to the steep terraced rice lands of the Philippine Islands, Southeast Asia
is a conglomerate of geographical and agricultural contrasts.Southeast Asia is an area of many
other contrasts. One of the most obvious for a modern traveller in the region is that between city
and country. The growth of Southeast Asia’s cities has been one of the most striking features of
developments in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, particularly since the Second World
War. A few examples make clear how dramatic the changes have been. Metropolitan Bangkok
has a population of more than 16 million. Just over a century ago the total population of Thailand
was only 6 million persons. As recently as 1960 the estimated population of Bangkok was less
than 1.5 million. The example of Bangkok has its parallels elsewhere in the rapid growth in the
size of Jakarta, of Phnom Penh in the 1990s, after peace returned to Cambodia, of Ho Chi Minh
City, and of many provincial urban centres. These fast-growing Asian cities are magnets for the
rural dwellers who flock out of the country, where they often see little hope of change and
virtually no prospect of prosperity. For them the urban centres, however miserable conditions
may be, appear to offer some hope of personal advancement. Such hopes often cruelly
evaporate in the face of unemployment, overcrowding, and an inadequate system of city
services. Yet nothing could better illustrate the contrast between city and country in modern
Southeast Asia than the continuing migration of rural inhabitants into the urban areas. For this
migration is, in considerable part, a reaction against the life offered in the countryside with its
limited horizons, its frequent drudgery and, in the eyes of many young men and women, the
limitations of tradition-bound existence. The disadvantages of life far from the cities has, for the
rural and provincial population of Southeast Asia, been made all the clearer by the
communications revolution. This has placed a transistor radio in almost every household’s
dwelling, provided access to a TV screen even in remote villages, and most dramatically of all
seen the advent of the internet and the widespread use of mobile phones. All these
developments have accompanied the greater availability of transport that has made visits from
one area of a country to another so much more readily possible.Richness and poverty,
development and a lack of development—these and many other social contrasts stand out more
clearly in Southeast Asia than in those areas of the world that benefited from the great industrial
changes of the nineteenth century. If Southeast Asia is also an area that has been marked by a



notable degree of political instability, this is scarcely to be wondered at in terms of the broad
range of problems—in almost every aspect of life—that have confronted those who govern, and
those who wish to govern, since the countries of the region attained independence after the
Second World War. The one exception to this observation, Thailand, was never under European
colonial rule. In terms of the problems Thailand has faced and faces, however, its historical
experience has many parallels with the former colonial territories. Here, to return for a moment to
similarities present among the countries of Southeast Asia, is another important reason for
thinking about the region as a whole rather than solely in terms of individual countries. With the
exception of Thailand, just noted, all the other countries of Southeast Asia sustained varying
periods of colonial rule. What were the similarities and differences to be found in this common
experience? Did it matter whether the alien colonial power was Britain, or France, or Holland, or
Portugal, or the United States? And why did some colonial regimes leave peacefully while others
fought bitter wars to try and remain?To refer to the colonial period in Southeast Asia is to raise
another much-debated historical problem: how much attention should be given to the colonial
element in Southeast Asian history? The answer will vary from person to person and from period
to period. The realisation that too often in the past Southeast Asians were excluded from their
own history by the non-Southeast Asians who wrote about the region has had a healthy effect.
So, today, most historians are aware of the importance of essentially Southeast Asian
developments and the role played by Southeast Asians in them, even if they continue to see
some value in discussing the part played by Europeans and others who came to seek power
and fortune in the area. For while the period of full-scale colonial control over the countries of
Southeast Asia lasted less than a century, there is no doubting the importance of that period and
the part it played in shaping the Southeast Asian world today.What will be examined in this book,
then, is an immensely varied region marked by some notable unities and containing great
diversity. An attempt will be made to discover the factors that have been important in determining
why Southeast Asia has its present character and why it is that such sharply differing political
developments have occurred in countries that at first glance seem to possess similar historical
backgrounds. The region that is the setting for the events and developments we consider will
sometimes stagger us by the richness of its diversity. To take one further example underlining
this point, the Southeast Asian area continues to be most diverse in its religious character. Islam
is strong in the maritime regions and Theravada Buddhism is the predominant religion of
Thailand, Burma and Laos, as it is in Cambodia once again. Some sections of the area are
strongly Christian, most notably the Philippines, but in other areas a basic animism is the most
fundamental of the population’s religious beliefs. Even having mentioned these religions is to
give a most incomplete catalogue. There are followers of Hinduism, not only the descendants of
Indian immigrants but, notably, the indigenous populations of Bali and Lombok in Indonesia.
Communism is the secular religion of Vietnam, but it is not hard to sense the continuing
presence of some Confucian values in Vietnamese society, as well as a widespread devotion to
Buddhism. Elements of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism, as well as Christianity, are



apparent in the Cao Dai religion that has many adherents in southern Vietnam and lists Joan of
Arc and Victor Hugo among other spiritually important guides to personal conduct.For all the
diversity we encounter we will still find that there are important common themes in the historical
experience of the countries making up the region. Most particularly as we approach the modern
period of Southeast Asian history we will find that the problems faced by peoples seeking
independence, and then by governments seeking to operate within independent states, often
involve great similarities, even if the attempted solutions to these problems are greatly different
in their character.With its rich past and sometimes turbulent present Southeast Asia is a region
full of interest for a casual observer as well as to those who have made its study their lifetime
task. An awareness of Southeast Asia’s history will not provide any certain guide to future
developments in the region, for that can never be history’s task. But a review of the area’s history
will illuminate the present, making clear why the politics of one country are so different from
those of another, or why the region as a whole has, in so many ways and over such a long
period, been subject to strong external influence. Above all, an awareness of Southeast Asia’s
history provides an insight into the life and beliefs of a large and fascinating segment of the
world’s population, which in cultural achievement, quite apart from contemporary political
interest, deserves a much greater degree of attention than it has yet received. In the recent past
it has been possible to see the tragic results of a lack of knowledge of the political and cultural
background to developments in more than one Southeast Asian country. This fact provides an
even greater incentive to learn something of the broad lines of historical development that have
made Southeast Asia what it is today.TWOThe ‘classical’ background to modern Southeast
Asian historyOne of the most obvious problems encountered by Southeast Asian historians is
that of vocabulary. How should an historian describe, using words or phrases that have been
developed for a Western context, a very different historical experience? There is no easy
solution to this problem and scholars continue to debate the proper way to describe particular
periods in Southeast Asian history and, just as importantly, what these periods are. So, while
such terms as ‘classical’ or ‘medieval’ have generally acceptable meanings for those whose
preoccupation is European history, there is no such agreement among Southeast Asian
historians.One solution is to use words without particular cultural or historical value; to write and
speak of ‘early’ Southeast Asian history, or of the ‘traditional’ Southeast Asian world. Yet even
here there are problems, for different historians will assign different dates to these periods.
Because of these difficulties the term ‘classical’ applied to Southeast Asian history must be
recognised as a less than fully satisfactory description. Its value stems from the suggestion it
carries with it of there having been a period in Southeast Asian history that was marked by a
series of major achievements in art and architecture and in the development of the state, as in
ancient Greek and Roman history, before there was a period of general decline, by the end of
the fifteenth century. This decline was then followed by the emergence of newly powerful
kingdoms. But if we use the term ‘classical’ we should recognise it for what it is: a useful but
highly qualified historical metaphor.The Angkorian empire at the height of its power in the twelfth



centuryThe Angkorian empire reached the height of its power in the twelfth century during the
reigns of Suryavarman II (1113–50) and Jayavarman VII (1181–circa 1219). During these reigns
Cambodia was in control of the modern territory of Cambodia, much of southern Vietnam and
southern Laos, and had vassal states in central Thailand and in the Kra Isthmus to the south.
The exercise of central power over these far-flung territories was not uniform and the more
distant a region was, the less direct the involvement of the Angkorian ruler.As a metaphor
suggesting the greatness of Greece and Rome the idea of there having once been a classical
Southeast Asia is indeed helpful since it alerts a newcomer to the weight of Southeast Asia’s
cultural traditions that might not always be obvious when considering more recent historical
periods. This was very much a problem during the nineteenth century. The first Westerners to
have a sustained contact with the court of the King of Cambodia in the late 1850s and early
1860s, Frenchmen as it happened, found it small and lacking in artistic distinction. They took a
similar view of the Cambodian ruler of the day, King Norodom, and they could not believe that
he, and those whom he ruled, were the descendants of the population that had once lived
beside the mighty temples of Angkor. Partly because they could not believe this was so—though
it was indeed the case—these same Frenchmen had the greatest difficulty in understanding that
King Norodom saw himself as the defender of his country’s traditions and as a descendant, in
terms of kingly majesty, of Angkorian kings whose names might be forgotten but whose glory
was seen as essentially Cambodian. It was not by chance that King Ang Duang, the last
Cambodian king to rule free of French control, should have chosen a depiction of Angkor Wat on
the coins he ordered to be minted in the 1840s.Here is one immediately important instance of
the significance attaching to the classical period. Southeast Asian individuals and Southeast
Asian governments have cherished the past glories of their countries, though the manner in
which these glories are remembered may be very different to the Western concept of history.
Burmese remember the glory of the temples of Bagan, built between the ninth and twelfth
centuries, and Indonesians have continued to see significance in the empires claimed for
Javanese rulers of earlier historical periods and the legacy enshrined in temples such as the
Borobodur dating from those earlier times. Sharp argument might sometimes be joined over the
extent to which the memories that are preserved are accurate. And it would be misleading to
suggest that there are not considerable variations from person to person, social grouping to
social grouping, and country to country in the nature and importance that is attached to the so-
called classical past. It would be a very rash person indeed, however, who was ready to discount
this importance altogether.There are further reasons for giving some attention to the classical
period in Southeast Asia, since the rise and fall of the kingdoms tells us much about the factors
that were to shape the more familiar course of the modern historical period. If, for the moment,
we consider mainland Southeast Asia, then it becomes necessary to ask why it should be that
the mightiest of the classical mainland states, Angkorian Cambodia, should ultimately have
been one of history’s failures, despite the technological achievements, in the control and use of
water, and the architectural glories that were such a feature of its years of greatness? Why, to



continue asking questions with a rather negative character, did the maritime empire of Srivijaya
come to lose its dominant position controlling the great east–west trade between India and
China during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, after enjoying notable commercial success
during preceding centuries? Or why, to move to a more positive vein, was Java to remain the
geographical location for successive states that aspired not only to rule over that island but also
to a seldom-achieved suzerainty over other islands in the Indonesian Archipelago?It may not be
possible to give completely satisfactory answers to all these questions, particularly not in a
chapter that is meant to provide background to a later period. But it will be possible to sketch
with broad strokes some of the important characteristics of classical Southeast Asia, to give
some account of the factors that led to the rise and fall of states and empires, and the nature of
their achievements in fields as diverse as architecture and navigation. To do this it is necessary
to try and provide a brief picture of the patterns of states that had emerged in Southeast Asia by
the ninth century CE. There is much of Southeast Asia at that time that we simply cannot
describe either in terms of the location of states or in terms of populations living away from the
centres of kingly power. Most of the Philippines remains outside our knowledge at that period, as
do other sections of the Southeast Asian maritime world. But once our gaze shifts to the west of
the Indonesian Archipelago the forms are easier to discern. Recognisable kingdoms or states
had already emerged in Java by the ninth century and these states had demonstrated
considerable artistic capacity in the temples and shrines they erected and in the forms they
chose to decorate them. The most notable are the great Buddhist stupa, Borobodur, and the
Prambanan Hindu temple complex, both located not far from the modern city of Yogyakarta in
central Java.Moving further west and north to the island of Sumatra, we know of the existence of
a trading empire, Srivijaya, that had risen to power in the sixth and seventh centuries CE and,
despite setbacks along the way, continued to dominate trade between the West (India) and the
East (China), as well as more local trade in the Archipelago itself for hundreds of years. Although
there was protracted scholarly argument concerning the exact location of Srivijaya, recent
archaeological research leaves little doubt that for much of its existence the capital of this great
maritime empire was in southern Sumatra, on and around the site of modern Palembang during
the eighth and ninth centuries CE. If we risk a broad summary of the situation in the maritime
Southeast Asian world of the ninth century, it might be in the following terms: whatever the petty
states that existed elsewhere, the truly significant centres of power that had emerged were
linked to coastal Sumatra and inland Java. These centres of power were to remain important in
the following centuries, until the end of the classical period.The trading empire of
SrivijayaScholars argue over the exact location of Srivijaya, the great trading empire that
dominated maritime trade through Southeast Asia and between India and China during the
seventh to thirteenth centuries. Srivijaya probably had a number of capitals, with the most
important in southern Sumatra, adjoining modern Palembang. As indicated in this map, Srivijaya
maintained its power by controlling the ports and waters of the Malacca Straits. The shaded
areas represent the control exercised by Srivijaya.The situation on the mainland is rather clearer,



if still full of difficulties and a rich subject for controversy. During the ninth century there was still
no independent Vietnamese state since Imperial China occupied the Red River delta region and
administered it as one of the most remote Chinese provinces. Stretched along the modern
Vietnamese coast was the state of Champa, populated by the Chams, a people linguistically
linked with the inhabitants of Indonesia. To the west was the growing state of Cambodia, which
was just beginning its rise to greatness and dominance over much of mainland Southeast Asia.
Although we know today that greatness lay ahead for Cambodia, this was far from clearly the
case in the ninth century. The first Cambodian (Khmer) kings to rule in the Angkor region had
already begun to develop techniques for mastering the environment that were, eventually, to
provide the economic base for agricultural production, military expansion and a program of great
temple-building. In the ninth century, however, they were only a little more clearly masters of their
quite limited world—a region that had been settled for some centuries—than were the petty
rulers scattered through the lowland regions of modern Thailand and along the great river
valleys of modern Burma (Myanmar).Wherever recognisable states existed in this uncertainly
defined Southeast Asian region of the ninth century, the rulers and their courts were followers of
imported religions, of Hinduism and Buddhism. These Indian religions were one of the most
important features of a development that took place in the Southeast Asian region over many
centuries, beginning early in the Christian era. The development has been given the name
‘Indianisation’, though once again there is continuing disagreement among scholars as to just
what the term means. Broad agreement does exist, however, about certain features of the
Indianisation process, and it is these features that are now described.Beginning in the first
century of the Common Era and increasingly occurring in the second and third centuries CE,
there was a slow expansion of Indian cultural contacts with the Southeast Asian region. It was an
uneven process, with some areas receiving Indian influence much later than others, and with the
degree of cultural impact varying from century to century. In the case of the Vietnamese, who
were in this early period living under Chinese rule, the process of Indianisation never took place.
For a different reason—distant geographical location—neither did the Philippines participate in
this process. Indianisation did not mean there was a mass migration of Indian population into
Southeast Asia. Rather, a relatively limited number of traders and priest-scholars brought Indian
culture in its various forms to Southeast Asia where much, but not all, of this culture was
absorbed, particularly by the elite members of the local population, and joined to their existing
cultural patterns. This has been the generally accepted view, but some historians now argue that
Indian concepts may well have been brought back to Southeast Asia by Southeast Asians who
had themselves travelled to India. Both developments probably took place.Several cautionary
remarks are immediately necessary. Because Indian culture ‘came’ to Southeast Asia, one must
not think that Southeast Asians lacked a culture of their own. Indeed, the most generally
accepted view is that Indian culture made such an impact on Southeast Asia because it fitted
easily with the existing cultural patterns and religious beliefs of populations that had already
moved a considerable distance along the path of a culturally complex civilisation. Just because



this was the case, the process of Indianisation should not be seen as simply involving a
Southeast Asian acceptance of Indian cultural values. Indian culture was absorbed in much of
Southeast Asia, and Indian religions, art forms, and theories of government came to be of the
greatest importance. But these various cultural gifts from India became Southeast Asian and in
doing so changed their character. In some cases, moreover, quite fundamental features of
Indian culture and society were not adopted. The caste system of India did not, for instance,
accompany the practice of Hinduism in Southeast Asia, however much early Southeast Asian
kings might have felt that they were modelling themselves on Indian rulers and made use of
caste terminology to describe themselves and their courts. Southeast Asian art drew upon
Indian artistic models, but then developed its own forms. Indian languages were used in
government and religion. Yet while the inscriptions written in Sanskrit remain one of our most
important sources for early Southeast Asian history, the use of this language ultimately lapsed
as Southeast Asians came to use Indian scripts to render their own languages.Southeast
Asians, to summarise the point, borrowed but they also adapted. In some very important cases
they did not need to borrow at all. The techniques of wet rice cultivation seem to have been
indigenous to Southeast Asia and not a technological import from another area. In addition, if
there was borrowing and adaptation that justifies the term Indianisation, one must realise that
our view of this process tends to be shaped by the evidence with which historians must work.
We know infinitely more about the world of kings, courts and priests than we do about the world
of the peasantry. The anonymous workers in the rice fields were probably little affected by
Indianisation. The complex features of Hinduism and Mahayana Buddhism—the form of
Buddhism that first had an impact in Southeast Asia—were the concerns of their masters, while
they retained their fear and respect for the spirits that they believed were associated with both
the animate and inanimate beings and objects that surrounded them—trees and rocks, snakes
and birds.How might we explain the attraction that Indian ideas had for the rulers and men of
religion? A partial answer would seem to be that Indian culture provided an organised and
developed pattern of doctrine and knowledge for Southeast Asians who were ready to grasp at
new ideas promising greater religious and secular power. The legends that tell of the arrival in
Southeast Asia of Brahmin priests from India often have a highly practical twist to them. The
Brahmans of the legends bring wisdom and advice to Southeast Asian rulers, instructing them in
statecraft as well as in religion. The Brahmans were scholars as well as priests. They could
advise on the proper ways to conduct relations with a ruler’s neighbouring states. They were
astronomers as well as astrologers, and architects who shaped their temples not only in
accordance with the demands of building technology but also in terms of religious symbolism
and astronomical observation. Men such as these were invaluable advisers and it is not
surprising that the Cambodian national birth legend, to take only one example, sees the
legendary marriage of a Brahman with a local princess as the beginning of Cambodia’s rise to
greatness that culminated in the Angkorian period.In the Indianised Southeast Asia of the ninth
century, two states existed that have probably attracted more historical attention than any others.



These states, the inland state based at Angkor in Cambodia and the maritime state of Srivijaya
with its main base in southern Sumatra, are seen as typifying the two very different kinds of
states that can be identified in the early or classical period. They were also, in contrast to a
number of other examples, states that preserved their existence over a long historical period. As
such, an examination of their history can suggest some of the reasons that led to the success
and development of kingdoms and empires in the early history of Southeast Asia, and finally
some of the factors that brought decay and collapse.Angkor rose to a dominating position in
much of mainland Southeast Asia as a result of a notable combination of human genius,
religious belief and geographical location. In order to survive and then to develop more than a
bare subsistence civilisation in Cambodia, it was and is necessary to master the problem of
water, or rather the lack of it. Despite the torrential rains of Cambodia’s wet season, the land
dries rapidly once the rains cease and nearly six months of rainless weather follows. Settlement
is possible along the banks of the rivers, but the further one moves away from these sources of
water the more acute the problem becomes. On the basis of the evidence provided by early
inscriptions, the population of pre-Angkorian Cambodia coped with this situation on a local
basis; that is, there seem not to have been any major irrigation works comparable to those that
were built and elaborated in the development of urban complexes in the Angkor region from the
beginning of the ninth century CE.What happened from the ninth century onwards, as the
Angkorian state grew in power, has been an issue of considerable controversy which is still not
fully resolved. Nevertheless, in the light of intensive recent field research in the Angkor region,
using the most up-to-date technology, the balance of opinion has shifted substantially towards a
view that the vast hydraulic works that can still be seen today—the moats and canals linked to
the temples, and the great baray or reservoirs—were part of a system that was both practical
and symbolic in character. Fed by water from the Kulen hills to the north of the main temple
complex, the moats surrounding individual temples served as symbolic representations of the
‘seas’ of the Hindu universe. And, in addition, water fed canals that were used for irrigation and
for transport, and to fill the great reservoirs from which water could be drawn for both domestic
and agricultural purposes. This sophisticated pattern of hydraulic engineering could also be
combined with the use of flood-retreat irrigation to exploit the rise and fall of the waters of the
nearby Great Lake, which also provided an inexhaustible source of fish. With their mastery of
water the Angkorian population was able to produce two, and at times three, rice crops each
year.Angkor’s agricultural base enabled it to maintain a population that built the great temples
that remain as a striking reminder of Khmer achievements in the past. Angkorian Cambodia’s
wealth was in its people and agricultural capacity. Without the combination of these two assets
there could not have been an Angkor Wat, the most famous of the great temples and the largest
single religious building in the world. Wealth, it is true, came into the city in the form of captured
booty and prisoners of war who were put to work as slaves. But in the broadest sense Angkorian
Cambodia was not a state that depended on trade for its existence. The temples built by
Angkor’s rulers, and on occasion by their great officials, enshrined the religious ideals of the



state. The wealth needed to build and maintain them and to feed and clothe the priestly
communities associated with them came not only from the productive rice fields close to the
temples, but also from villages located away from the city at the centre of Angkorian power.For
anyone who is privileged to visit the Angkor region, the size of the Cambodian achievement
during the years between the ninth and fifteenth centuries is vividly apparent. Temples great and
small are spread over many hundreds of square kilometres. Scholars are still discovering new
and important facts about the society that could bring these magnificent buildings into being.
And only very recently, in 2013, through the use of ‘Lidar’ technology—the use of concentrated
lasers beamed from above the site under investigation—has it been possible to delineate the
size of the city complex of Mahendraparvata in the Kulen hills to the north of Angkor Wat. That
such a city existed, and that it was where the founder of the Angkor dynasty, Jayavarman II, took
an oath to become a ‘universal ruler’ in 802 CE, has long been known. But this recent research
has made clear that the size of this ‘lost city’ is much greater than had previously been realised.
Five previously unknown temples were revealed as well as a major network of roads and
dykes.Another fairly recent discovery that has fascinated historians is the possibility that the
great temple of Angkor Wat was built in such a way as to aid astronomical observations. The
investigations that have led to this suggestion have shown that the architects and builders who
worked on the temple were able to achieve building feats of a quite remarkable character.
Accuracy in construction was so great that variations from a theoretically exact line in the height
or direction of walls built over great distances was less than 0.1 per cent.This evidence of such
technological capacity underlines the existence during Angkorian times of a highly developed
society. Its achievements in aesthetic terms matched its capacities in technology. The statues,
the carvings in both high and low relief, the architectural forms that were increasingly refined
over the centuries of the Angkorian empire’s existence, all give eloquent testimony to the
richness of Cambodian culture during the classical period of Southeast Asian history. There is
other evidence to emphasise the richness of the culture. Even though his visit came at a time
when the Khmers of Angkor were losing their grip on the empire they had built up over four
centuries, the Chinese envoy, Zhou Daguan (Chou Takuan), who saw Angkor in 1296, was
convinced that the city was the richest in Southeast Asia. He wrote of the grand processions in
which the ruler rode on an elephant holding a golden sword in his hand and of firework displays
with firecrackers that shook the city when they exploded. Despite his Chinese reserve towards
the culture and customs of a non-Chinese society, Zhou Daguan was clearly impressed by the
wealth of the Angkorian ruler, by the dimensions of the city in which he spent nearly a year and
the power of its ruler. It was, he wrote, understandable that other visitors had described
Cambodia as ‘rich and noble’.Yet if Angkor could impress even a sceptical Chinese civil servant,
its economic foundations were highly fragile. Cambodian power had extended from its base in
Angkor to incorporate within its empire large sections of modern Thailand, Laos and Vietnam.
This was not a trading empire, though some exchange of goods took place. The really important
unifying feature for the Angkorian empire was something quite different from commerce. It was



the acceptance by many lesser rulers and governors that the king at Angkor was their supreme
lord, their suzerain, to use a European term once again. When some of these lesser rulers, in
what is today Thailand, no longer accepted this situation and chose to fight for their
independence from the Angkorian ruler, they shattered the political relationship. In addition they
threatened and eventually damaged the agricultural system upon which Angkor’s very existence
depended. But it was not only the growing power of the Thai states to the west that led to the
weakening of Angkor’s power. Other factors played their part, including a period of dramatically
adverse climate change during the fourteenth century when devastating droughts were followed
by much greater than usual monsoons. And, just possibly, the spread of malaria played a part in
Angkor’s decline. Moreover, very recent research suggests that well before the last century of
Angkor’s greatness the city’s rulers were facing problems in maintaining the complex system of
canals and reservoirs so essential to the state’s prosperity. The decision of the Cambodian king
and his court to leave Angkor some time in the fifteenth century was an event of the deepest
importance for mainland Southeast Asia, though quite unknown in Europe. A great empire had
come to an end and with its end other states began their rise to greatness. The increasingly
powerful Thai states played their part in bringing Angkor down and their history from that time
onwards was marked by a slow but sure progress towards the achievement of control over the
territories that comprise modern Thailand, although this process was not finally completed until
the twentieth century.The state of Vietnam, which had gained independence from China in 939
CE, did not contribute directly to Angkor’s fall. Nevertheless, in the longer-term historical
perspective we can see that the collapse of Cambodian power was vital for Vietnam’s
subsequent expansion into areas of modern southern Vietnam that once had been part of the
Angkorian empire. In the west of mainland Southeast Asia, events in Cambodia had had little
direct importance for the early Burmese state. A great Burmese city had been built at Bagan
between the ninth and thirteenth centuries, only to be sacked in 1287 by the invading Mongols
who at that time ruled China. While these events and efforts made by later Burmese leaders to
found a stable state had no direct links with the decline of Cambodia, once again the end of
Bagan forms part of a broader pattern in which, by the fifteenth century, we can discern the
emergence of a new pattern of states and power in the mainland region.To think in terms of a
changing pattern rather than simply in terms of decline and fall is a more rewarding approach.
Angkor collapsed, finally, because its economic structure could not be maintained. But
Angkorian culture did not disappear. The newly powerful Thais absorbed much from those who
had once been their rulers. Thai architecture, the written form of the Thai language, concepts of
administration, possibly even dance forms, owe much to Khmer inspiration. Moreover, if Angkor
and Bagan fell, new states arose and other existing states increased their power so that an
approach that concentrates on the decline of the most successful of the states in the early or
classical period is historically one-sided.So far, the concern of much of this chapter has been
with the mainland and more particularly with the Angkorian empire. As important in its own
fashion but cast in a very different mould was the seaborne empire of Srivijaya. Just as Angkor



enshrined the achievements of a land-based, non-trading Southeast Asian state during the
classical period, so did Srivijaya represent the greatest achievement among maritime trading
powers during this early phase of the Southeast Asian region’s history.Srivijaya’s rise to power
depended upon trade and upon China’s sponsorship. Put in a rather simplified form, the
international trade pattern that was of greatest importance in the early period of Southeast Asian
history was the east–west trade between China and the region including India but stretching
further west to Persia and beyond. Precious Western goods, including forest products believed
to have medicinal qualities, were exchanged in China for silks and porcelain, lacquers and other
manufactured items. By the seventh century control of much of this trade, at least of the trade
passing backwards and forwards between the Indonesian islands, was in the hands of Malays
whose chief centre of power was in southern Sumatra, on the eastern coast of that island.How
this came about is still uncertain, as, too, is the explanation as to how the sailors who manned
the ships that carried the trade goods to China came to master the navigational difficulties of a
long voyage with few intermediate landfalls. But some aspects of these historical developments
are fairly clear and these throw much light on the emergence of a state that was very different in
character to the land-based kingdoms of both the mainland and the maritime Southeast Asian
world. One of the most clearly important factors in Srivijaya’s rise to power was its political
relationship with China. In briefly surveying this relationship the whole question of China’s role in
Southeast Asia is broached, so that some general observations are necessary.Whether strong
or weak, the successive rulers of China regarded their country as the central world state—the
‘Middle Kingdom’ of popular usage. This did not mean that away from China’s land borders its
emperors thought in terms of the existence of a Chinese empire, certainly not in any very normal
use of that term. The Chinese view of the relationship with Southeast Asia was both more subtle
and more complex, and for a maritime trading state such as Srivijaya vitally important.For China,
over a long historical period, the area described today as Southeast Asia was the Nanyang
region, the region of the ‘southern seas’. Only Vietnam was ever directly ruled by China, when
the Ming dynasty occupied the country between 1407 and 1427 of the Common Era. And only
during one dynasty, the foreign Mongol or Yuan dynasty that ruled China from 1280 to 1368 CE,
did Chinese emperors seek to impose their will on Southeast Asian countries other than
Vietnam by force. The countries of the southern seas were, in Chinese eyes, lacking in discipline
and order, and sadly without the proper Confucian state apparatus that permitted the Chinese
state and Chinese culture to survive and progress despite foreign threat and internal political
upheaval.Such a region, in the Chinese view, could only function in a satisfactory fashion if the
various Southeast Asian states were in a proper tributary relationship with China. Here is yet
another instance in which the limits of vocabulary impede easy understanding. To be a tributary
state of China did not mean that an individual Southeast Asian kingdom was ruled by the
Chinese as part of some ill-defined Chinese empire. Rather, the tributary relationship was one
that involved a considerable degree of give and take. The fact of being a tributary certainly
involved agreement not to act contrary to Chinese interests, but the relationship also implied that



China would protect its tributary’s interests against those who might challenge them. Most
importantly for a trading state such as Srivijaya, the recognition that went with being granted
tributary status was linked to the right to trade with China. Once China had granted this status to
Srivijaya, the maritime trading states that were its rivals were at a severe disadvantage.With
Chinese recognition given to it, Srivijaya’s own capacities brought it to the forefront of Southeast
Asian maritime power. Much of what is written about Srivijaya can only be supposition, but it is
supposition based on evidence that leaves little doubt as to how this maritime state developed.
Strategically placed on the Malacca Straits, Srivijaya came to exert control over all significant
trade on the seas in the western section of the Indonesian Archipelago, and between that region
of the Archipelago and southern China. Although it is now generally agreed that Palembang was
Srivijaya’s capital, it is possible that the centre of power of this state may have shifted among
other locations along the Malacca Straits during Srivijaya’s long existence. The capital,
additionally, may have been only slightly more important than the other port cities and trading
settlements that went to make up this trading empire. For any state or settlement that tried to
challenge the Srivijayan monopoly we may suppose that retribution by the various groups of the
empire, united in common purpose, was swift. But equally we may suppose that whatever power
existed at the centre of Srivijaya, its exercise was tempered by a readiness to allow the
component parts of the empire a very considerable measure of political freedom, provided
always that the basic trading arrangements were not infringed.Srivijaya, like Angkor, was
adapted to its environment. For the Indonesian–Malay state of Srivijaya the open frontier of the
sea made up for the lack of a readily cultivatable hinterland along the swampy southeastern
coast of Sumatra and what is today the western coast of peninsular Malaysia. The very
sharpness of the contrast between these two states of the classical period is what makes them
such good examples of the two broadly differing patterns of historical development that were
followed by Southeast Asian states as late as the nineteenth century. It was only in the
nineteenth century that major changes came to most of the land-based and largely self-
sufficient states of Southeast Asia. As for the role played by Srivijaya as a maritime power
between the seventh and fourteenth centuries, this was to pass to others, to Melaka and
ultimately, it could be argued, to Singapore in the nineteenth century. But whichever later state
held the role of regional entrepôt and was the focus of trade in the western maritime areas of
Southeast Asia, Srivijaya was the first to show how vital the control of the seas could be. Few of
the Portuguese, Dutch or British traders and strategists who fought and manoeuvred to gain
ascendancy in the Southeast Asian maritime world realised that they were the successors of
earlier maritime empires and none knew of the Srivijayan state, but in a very real sense they
were only the latest to follow a very old pattern.Yet if Srivijaya was adapted to the environment
that existed in its heyday, like Angkor it too was unable to survive once that environment
changed radically. A vital change for Srivijaya was the development in the thirteenth century of a
Chinese maritime trade with Southeast Asia in which the Chinese themselves now sailed in their
own trading junks to sell and buy goods in the region. This development upset the balance that



Srivijaya had so long maintained, if sometimes in the face of considerable challenge and
difficulty. The expansion of Chinese shipping activity was made more dangerous to Srivijaya’s
interests by the fact that it came at a time when other Indonesian powers were striving to extend
a local suzerainty beyond their immediate power centres. The Javanese land-based states had
come to cherish imperial ambitions and saw Srivijaya’s weakened condition as an opportunity to
undermine its role. And by the late fourteenth century Srivijaya’s long history of maritime
dominance had come to an end.A valid complaint about the kind of history that has just been
sketched so superficially in these limited accounts of Angkor and Srivijaya is that so little place is
accorded to ordinary people. We are dealing with courts and kings, with great battles and
developments in trade that are linked to regional or even global considerations. The difficulty
about this reasonable complaint is that there are few ways to redress the balance. Even when we
deal with kings in the classical period of Southeast Asian history it is seldom that a real insight
into a personality is provided. There are partial exceptions. The seventh century Khmer king who
had his court scribes boast in an inscription that women felt it would be worth rape by the enemy
to enjoy the rewards of his smile might be seen as a prototype of the believer in male
dominance. Yet even here it is not clear whether one is reading what was at the time a routine
compliment, however offensive in modern terms, or something that was truly linked to the
individual King Isanavarman for whom the inscription was recorded. We can also sense
something of the proclaimed personal values of a later Cambodian king, Jayavarman VII (late
twelfth and early thirteenth centuries), in both his inscriptions relating to the role he assigned to
himself in relation to the state and his inscriptions mourning the death of a wife.No rounded
picture of a personality emerges for these rulers (however removed) any more than it does for
the various kings of Javanese kingdoms in the classical period. The names of rulers such as
King Airlangga (late tenth century) and Kertanagara (late thirteenth century), or of great officials
such as Gadjah Mada (fourteenth century), are remembered more for the events associated
with their names than for any real sense of their personality. And if difficulty is attached to
knowing more of such men, there are even greater problems when it comes to any attempt to
discuss the peasantry, the artisans and the other groups that did not hold power but yet were
vital for the survival of the state.This problem of history being concerned with rulers, court ritual
and great battles remains with students of Southeast Asian history into the twentieth century.
Only in rare instances are we able to see the life of the ‘ordinary man’ or ‘ordinary woman’. There
are, for the classical period, some glimpses of that life to be found in the carvings on the Bayon
temple at Angkor that show scenes from everyday life in the Cambodia of the twelfth century.
While the scenes of cockfights, of ploughing, of women in childbirth, and of gamblers may be
typical, the carvings tell us little of the details of life for those who lived at the village level. In the
case of Java the great epic poem, the Nagarakertagama, dating from the fourteenth century,
gives much interesting information about the relationships that existed between the Javanese
court of Singasari in East Java and the rural villages. We gain, however, little real sense of the
villagers themselves from the account. Our sources limit our understanding so that we are forced



back to the broader issues, to the problems of Indianisation, to the rise and fall of great
kingdoms, and to a subject largely omitted in this chapter so far, the cultural and political
developments in the one Southeast Asian state that was ‘Sinicised’ rather than ‘Indianised’, the
state of Vietnam.
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