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In recent years there has been great interest shown in adopting a seas perspective 
to the study of history. The literature has become increasingly sophisticated and has 
expanded our understanding of the various ways in which the seas can and should be 
studied,1 but the focus has been almost exclusively on the major (in both size and 
economic importance) bodies of water, such as the Mediterranean, the Atlantic, and the 
Indian Ocean.  Yet there are other ways of conceptualizing the sea based on interaction 
of communities through exchange of goods and ideas, which in turn fosters a sense of 
community and creates a “family resemblance.” These “seas” are not those that modern 
geographers have arbitrarily determined as “distinct bodies of water partially separated 
from other waters by intervening lands,”2 but functioning units linked together by 
stretches of seas and lands.  We argue that in the past the seas in the Asian region were 
conceptualized in different ways, and often in terms of relationships among those 
sharing the same water- and landways.  To illustrate our point, we will examine how the 
“Sea of Malayu” was created in the early history of India, Southeast Asia, and China. 

Adopting The Seas as a Historical Perspective 

There has been a growing interest in the seas as a historical perspective, and a 
few years back Hordern and Purcell even introduced the idea of a “virtual sea”, 
referring to “spaces of danger and variable communications—mountain ranges, forests, 
or arid wildernesses such as the Sahara.”3 The relationship between the human 
communities and the ecology, including the degree of connectedness of those who share 
this common environment, is not unlike that within an actual sea. What is exciting about 
this idea is the possibility of reconfiguring regions in a new way that offers alternative 
ways of studying the past.  Instead of using the traditional area study divisions, students 
should be encouraged to identify and study areas of interaction in the past and today that 
may defy national and area studies boundaries. The recent interest in “Zomia”, a term 
created to refer to a little studied world of the mountainous regions that span Central 
Asia, South Asia, China, and Southeast Asia, is one such example. But interactions 
between human communities and a more limited environment also occur in much 
smaller unities, such as the eastern Indonesian seas at the eastern extremity of the Indian 
Ocean. 

                                                 
1 One of most stimulating is Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell’s The Corrupting Sea:  A Study of 

Mediterranean History (Malden (MA):  Blackwell, 2000). 
2 Martin W. Lewis,“Dividing the Ocean Sea,” The Geographical Review 89, 2 (April 1999), 199. 
3 Hordern, Peregrine and Purcell, Nicholas.  “The Mediterranean and the ‘New Thalossology”.  AHR 

Forum, American Historical Review (June, 2006), 722-40. 



 

 48 

In writing about the Mediterranean, Hordern and Purcell have made a useful 
distinction between a study IN the ocean and OF the ocean.  The former has resulted in 
studies of people and places that are located IN a particular body of water, such as the 
Mediterranean, without necessarily having much to do with other communities and sites 
sharing the same sea.  In such studies it is not the sea that is a prominent feature, but the 
adjoining land.  The latter, however, emphasizes the sea as a region of “complex 
interaction of human and physical factors, not simply a material backdrop of a set of 
immutable constraints.”4 Equally important is the fact that such human and physical 
factors are dynamic forces that are contingent on the shifts in tastes and attitudes toward 
commodities, volatile weather patterns, forced or voluntary population mobility, etc.   

Finally, a “sea” is only a “sea” if it has a sense of place, the acknowledgement 
that there is a unity based on tangible as well as intangible elements. It is identified by 
interactions among communities in the form of material, ritual, and religious exchange 
within a dynamic human and environmental landscape.  It is this definition of a sea that 
I have used in depicting an area of the world that I have termed the “Sea of Malayu.”  

The Sea of Malayu 

The “sea” that we have called Malayu is one that is based on an ancient and 
enduring intercourse along a well-defined “voyaging corridor” shared by communities 
in southern India, Sri Lanka, northern Sumatra, the Burmese/Thai isthmus, the northern 
Malay Peninsula, the lands along the Gulf of Siam, the Lower Mekong, and south and 
central Vietnam.  It is impossible to know whether such an identity was actually 
formalized or even referred to by name.  Although early travelers and modern scholars 
have given specific names to such complexes for convenience or heuristic purposes, one 
should not assume that the participants of the complexes themselves perceived an 
overarching identity. Our decision to refer to this voyaging corridor as the “Sea of 
Malayu” is based on the nature of the relationships and the prominence played by 
groups who later became identified as “Malayu”. Linked by sailing ships, a “sea” of 
communities came to be characterized by the most dominant of the participants.  In the 
first half of the first millennium CE, communities in the Lower Mekong, which the 
Chinese called “Funan”,5 were most likely the dominant partner. Funan’s language and 
customs may have then become the norm for the lesser partners in the common sea.  
Other traders, like those now called “Arabs”, may have dealt with different communities 
and hence called the network by the name of that group. In the tenth century, for 
example, Arab geographers referred to the network (which extended to east Africa) as 
the “Cham Sea”.6 

The evidence points to the Malayu as the major group within this sea extending 
from India to Vietnam and the most likely successor to Funan.  In the first decade of the 
seventh century, the toponym transcribed as “Malayu” first appears in the Chinese 
records, then in 644 a place called Malayu sent a mission to the Chinese court.7  By the 
end of the seventh century, Srivijaya had arisen in Palembang in southeast Sumatra as a 

                                                 
4 Horden and Purcell, Corrupting Sea, 9.  
5 For a summary of the changing views of what constituted “Funan,” see Chandler, History of Cambodia, 

13-21. 
6 Al-Masudi (d. 956) called the network of maritime communities from the shores of present-day 

Mozambique to Vietnam the “Cham Sea.”  Michael Laffan, Personal communication. 
7 Wang, Nanhai Trade, 96; Wolters, Early Indonesian Commerce, 230, 235. 
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major polity.  It was inhabited by people who wrote stone inscriptions in the Malayu 
language, but who are not mentioned specifically as “Malayu” people.  When Srivijaya 
was succeeded in the last quarter of the eleventh century by Malayu, a polity located in 
present-day Jambi, it would therefore have been likely that local inhabitants would have 
been called orang Malayu, or “people of Malayu”.  The stone inscriptions supply 
convincing evidence that Malayu was one of the major languages of both Srivijaya and 
Malayu.  A way of life developed by the orang Malayu would then have become the 
basis for the association of the group with certain cultural features.8   

The first reference to a “Sea of Malayu” is from an Arabic document dated c. 
1000, which noted that travelers “reaching the Sea of Malayu, were approaching the 
area of China”.9 Eredia, writing in 1613 from Melaka, also uses the phrase “Sea of 
Malayu”, but he identifies it with that “land-enclosed sea between the mainland of 
Ujontana [Malay Peninsula] and the Golden Chersonese [Sumatra]”.10  By privileging 
land over water, Eredia believed that the “Sea of Malayu” referred simply to the Straits 
of Melaka. For the Malayu who were shaped by their orientation to the sea and the 
riverine environment in which they lived, stretches of land were viewed as barriers that 
fortunately could be breached through short land passages.11 The people were named 
after a particular river or stretch of river, stream, or coast.  In this maritime world rivers 
and seas formed unities, while land formed the link between bodies of water.  Based on 
this particular way of viewing waterways and identifying people, the Malayu would 
have conceived of their sea as a far larger unity than proposed by Eredia. Although the 
Arabic document is not specific, the general reference to a Sea of Malayu approaching 
the area of China is an accurate description of the extensive network viewed as one sea 
stretching from India to Vietnam. 

The people most prominently associated with this particular body of water were 
the Malays. From the late seventh century the people of Malayu in southeast Sumatra 
would have played a role, even a leading role, in such a network. But this “sea” would 
have existed even earlier because of the strategic position of the Straits of Melaka. In 
the days of sailing ships, the Straits were conveniently located for traders at the 
“beginning” and “end” of the seasonal monsoon winds. Between November and 
February the northeast monsoon winds brought ships from East Asia, and between June 
and August traders from India, the Middle East, and Europe rode the southwest 
monsoon winds to the Straits and to points further east.  In between these two dominant 
patterns, the winds move in a clockwise direction enabling traders from the various 
parts of Southeast Asia to reach the major entrepots located in or near the Straits of 
Melaka. Because the Straits provided protection from the force of the monsoon winds, 
ports on both shores of the Straits have historically competed for the status as the 
leading entrepot in the region. 

In the first few centuries CE the trans-peninsular/-isthmian routes were even 
more attractive than the route through the Straits of Melaka. The route continued to be 
used, though less frequently in later centuries. From southern India, ships could sail 

                                                 
8 Andaya, Leaves of the Same Tree, 54-68. 
9 Tibbetts, Study of the Arabic Texts, 43, 182. 
10 Mills, “Eredia’s Description,” 42. 
11 A similar conception was found among the Chinese who in early centuries conceived of a single ocean 

linking all of maritime Asia and saw the Malay Peninsula as a major obstacle. Wolters, Fall of 
Stivijaya, 21. 
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along the coast of the Bay of Bengal to the eastern shores; or they could go south to Sri 
Lanka, known as Sarandib to the Arabs, and then directly to the Andaman and Nicobar 
islands before reaching “Kalah”, believed by some to be a generalized name for any 
port on the west coast of the Isthmus or the Malay Peninsula. From “Kalah” there were 
two possible alternatives: the trans-peninsular route to the Gulf of Siam, then to the 
Lower Mekong, central Vietnam, and finally China; and the sea route which went south 
through the Straits of Melaka to Sumatra, Java, and China. 

Until the technology for open sea sailing became widely employed in the first 
century CE, ships tended to sail within sight of the coastline. But even when mariners 
mastered open sea sailing, ships continued to hug the coast because of the profits to be 
made by buying and selling from one port to the next. An early sea route went from the 
east coast of India along the shores of the Bay of Bengal, down present-day Peninsular 
Burma and Thailand, or the Isthmian region, and then southward to the northern part of 
the Malay Peninsula. From the Isthmian and northern Malay Peninsula ports, ships 
could continue through the Straits of Melaka to the Gulf of Siam, or they could unload 
their goods and have them transshipped via overland routes. Those using the all-sea 
route proceeded southward through the Straits, stopped to replenish their water supplies 
at Pulau Tioman, an island off Pahang on the east coast of the Malay Peninsula, and 
then crossed the South China Sea to ports in Champa in Central Vietnam. From the 
Cham areas the ships sailed northward to Canton (Guanzhou) in southern China, either 
through Hanoi or via the dangerous Paracel reefs.12 Wolters believes that the Straits of 
Melaka were not normally used by ships coming from the west in the first and second 
centuries CE.13 

Use of the trans-peninsular routes increased in times of political turmoil in the 
Straits.  The shortest was just 65 kilometres wide at the Isthmus of Kra, but there were 
others between the Kra Isthmus and Kedah which could be crossed with little difficulty. 
One was from Kedah to Songkhla; and another from Trang that split into three different 
branches leading to Phattalung, Nakhon Si Thammarat, and Bandon on the Gulf of 
Siam.  The route from Takuapa on the west coast led across the Isthmus to Chaiya, but 
because of political circumstances this route may have been abandoned in the mid-
eleventh century for one further south in Kedah.14 At various times the competing 
powers in the region used different routes across the Isthmus and the Malay Peninsula.  
Paul Wheatley has identified eleven routes stretching from the Isthmus to the southern 
end of the Malay Peninsula.15  

Some of the routes were more difficult than others and involved a variety of 
transport: boats, rafts, carts, pack-elephants, horses, mules, and bullocks. Depending on 
the season and the route used, crossing the Isthmus/Peninsula could take anywhere from 
a week to about a month, though individuals without much baggage or cargo could 
make the journey even faster. Goods shipped using the Martaban/Moulmein route went 
by Kokarit, and then by caravan to the Three Pagodas Pass and the Kwai River. The 
goods were then reloaded onto boats or rafts which carried them to ports on the Gulf of 
Siam.  The Tavoy route along the Kwai River to Kanchanaburi and on to Ayutthaya was 

                                                 
12 Hourani, Arab Seafaring, 69-75; Flecker, Archaeological Excavation, 33, 37. 
13 Wolters, Early Indonesian Commerce, 34. 
14 Lubeigt, “Ancient Trans-peninsular,” 50, 52-4, 61. 
15 Wheatley, Golden Khersonese, xxvi. 
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shorter but far more difficult.  Because traders had to cross a series of steep mountains 
and deep valleys before arriving at the Kwai River, goods were transported by elephants 
or porters.  Through the centuries, however, the problems of transport through some 
formidable landscapes were gradually overcome. On these routes were found post 
guards, rest houses and small temples dedicated to deities. Every means of transport, 
from porters to pack animals and bullock carts, could be rented, and foreign traders 
resident in the terminal ports served as interpreters and provided information on 
business, types of transport, the roads, lodging, and even alternative routes in times of 
war.16 It would have been to the benefit of the local authorities on both ends of the route 
to maintain the security of these passages to assure the flow of trade goods to their 
lands.  Both Kedah and Ligor were termini of trans-peninsular routes and were 
obviously still of sufficient importance to warrant the attention of the rising Srivijayan 
power. Evidence from the Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Yijing indicates that Srivijaya may 
have become involved in the affairs of Kedah toward the end of the seventh century, at 
the time of Srivijayan expansion. The eighth century Ligor inscription at Nakhon Si 
Thammarat confirms this involvement.17  

The alternative to the land routes was the all-sea route, which in earlier centuries 
also had its problems. Sailing through the 800 kilometre-long Straits took about a 
month, and fickle wind conditions would often cause delays. But the major deterrent to 
using this route was not so much the length of the journey as the dangers to seaborne 
commerce. The Orang Laut or sea people inhabiting the islands and coasts at the 
southern entrance to the Straits were notorious for preying on passing ships. Even if a 
ship survived such attacks, it still had to navigate the treacherous shoals, sandbanks and 
submerged islands in the waters to the south of Singapore.  For safety and convenience, 
traders, diplomats and other officials in earlier centuries therefore preferred to use the 
land route.  Even during the later period when the all-sea route was generally favoured, 
any political upheaval in the Straits of Melaka with the resulting increase in piratical 
activities forced traders to use the trans-peninsular routes. 

Leong believes that most of the sites in the Malay Peninsula between the first 
millennium BCE and the first millennium CE were not major emporia but small trading 
settlements serving as collecting centres for special local products. Notable are the 
prehistoric sites on the Selangor coast and in Terengganu located near areas rich in 
alluvial tin or gold, or along rivers leading to such areas. In addition to providing local 
produce, these sites had the added advantage of being in natural harbours with access to 
provisions for revictualing trading ships. There were a few that operated as entrepots, 
but most served as redistribution centres for regional trade in the Southeast Asian area.18  

In the first millennium CE the typical trader sailed between the Red Sea and 
China in one long continuous voyage. From the turn of the millennium, however, there 
was a change to less costly, shorter trips dividing the long trajectory into segments. 
According to K.N. Chaudhuri, the first segment was from the Red Sea and Persian Gulf 
to Gujarat and the Malabar coast; the second was from the Indian coastal provinces to 
the Indonesian archipelago, and the third from Southeast Asia to China. This 
segmentation was accompanied by the rise of “great urban emporia” providing neutral 

                                                 
16 Lubeigt, “Ancient Trans-peninsular,” 60, 62-3, 68. 
17 Miksic, “Entrepots,” 117; Wolters, Early Indonesian Commerce, 15. 
18 Leong, “Collecting Centres,” 23. 
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ports which provided merchants with all necessary facilities.19 It was at this time that 
the eastern termini on the trans-peninsular routes, particularly those on the western 
shores of the Gulf of Siam, grew prosperous.  They profited from their ideal position as 
the mid-point of the segmented east-west trade, facing directly opposite the major 
entrepots in the Lower Mekong and in central Vietnam.  While the western termini of 
the trans-peninsular routes may not have developed into major entrepots, as Leong 
argues, they proved to be ideal shelters from the heavy monsoon rains in the Bay of 
Bengal between May and October. Ships could anchor in a series of good natural 
harbours at Martaban, Ye, Tawai (Tavoy), Mergui/Tenasserim, Kraburi, Phang 
Nga/Phuket, and South Kedah.  These ports provided storage facilities and were well-
organized for the unloading and loading of goods, while the surrounding countryside 
offered wood, good drinking water, meat, fruit, and rice to provision the ships for their 
onward journeys. Teak was also plentiful for ships in need of repair. Another attraction 
was the tin, silver, lead, rubies, sapphires, benzoin and lac which were available in the 
Tenasserim-Kra isthmus and in the northern Malay Peninsula. The Takola and Ligor 
inscriptions written in Tamil indicate that the Tamil commercial guilds were certainly 
using this trans-peninsular crossing regularly, perhaps as part of the trade route to Oc 
Eo.20  

Though the frequency and importance of the overland routes for international 
trade are in dispute, there is nevertheless a consensus that the routes continued to be 
used.  The advances in shipping technology would have most definitely encouraged a 
greater use of the sea route, but others may have preferred to continue using the passage 
across land for other reasons.  In addition to those already advanced, another was to 
avoid the exactions of powerful indigenous and foreign port polities that were located 
on the shores of the Straits.  The trans-peninsular routes would have also had their 
economic attractions.  If Manguin is correct in assuming that the trans-peninsular route 
was used principally for regional trade, then the east coast termini on the Gulf of Siam 
would have played a role as redistributing centres to areas in mainland Southeast Asia.  
A number of Southeast Asian communities came to participate in an economic network 
extending from the Southeast Asian isthmus, northern Sumatra, and the northern Malay 
Peninsula, to the Gulf of Siam, the Lower Mekong, and central Vietnam.  The Bujang 
Valley would have been part of this network and, judging from the preliminary studies 
of the Sungai Batu site, an important producer of iron for export to these communities. 

Exchange along the Voyaging Corridor and the Creation of a “Sea” 

Evidence for the vitality of these early exchanges of goods and ideas is provided 
by recent research on the Indo-Pacific bead trade between the last half of the first 
millennium BCE and the first half CE. Prior to the Common Era, often regarded as the 
beginning of Indianization in Southeast Asia, both Southeast Asia and India were 
already important trade partners. High quality Indian carnelian and agate beads dated to 
the last centuries BCE have been found in Central Thailand in sites such as Ban Don 
Tha Phet; in peninsular Thailand at Khao Sam Kaeo; in coastal Vietnamese sites of the 
Sa Huynh Culture; and in the Tabon caves on Palawan in the Philippines. Bérénice 
Bellina attributes beads of high quality workmanship and distinctive styles to Indian 
artisans fulfilling orders from Southeast Asian elite. By contrast, beads dating from the 
                                                 
19 Chaudhuri, Trade and Civilisation, 39, 102. 
20 Lubeigt, “Ancient Trans-peninsular,” 48-9, 64, 66. 
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early centuries of the first millennium CE are of much lesser quality, and have been 
traced to Southeast Asian production centres.   These were probably intended for the 
lower levels of society or for trade with interior groups.21   

The sophistication, wealth, and self-confidence that Southeast Asian elites 
shared is apparent in discoveries of similar ornaments and prestige goods, such as Dong 
Son drums, objects found at Sa Huynh, and bronze knobbed ware.22 These findings 
suggest a depth of a common culture and a trade network which persisted into the 
second millennium CE. Archaeologists date the Ban Don Ta Phet site to the end of the 
third or the second century BCE. In addition to beads, a significant find was bicephalous 
ear ornaments made of nephrite (a variety of jade). Such jade ornaments are associated 
with the Sa Huynh sites in central Vietnam, a cultural area where the Cham civilization 
later emerged.23 It therefore appears likely that in the first millennium BCE 
communities between central Vietnam and at the head of the Gulf of Siam formed part 
of an exchange network extending from India to China through the trans-peninsular 
routes.  At this site were found bronze ritual vessels and a carved carnelian lion, both of 
which have symbolic functions in Indian Buddhism, as well as glass beads and semi-
precious stone beads. The finds indicate that there was early Buddhist activity in 
Thailand and perhaps elsewhere in Southeast Asia before the Common Era.24 

Kuala Selinsing in Perak in the northern Malay Peninsula was another 
significant prehistoric site. It is thought to have been occupied from at least the second 
century BCE or even earlier, but its contact with India may have come later. Despite the 
long occupation of this site, Kuala Selinsing was not a major port but as Leong puts it, 
“a feeder point”, one of a number of “small local supply centres serving the entrepots 
and important regional collecting centres”. The recovery of glass and stone beads, some 
half-finished, led Leong to conclude that there was a local bead-making industry, an 
observation substantiated by Francis through glass analysis. Evidence of Indian 
influence is limited to a small carnelian seal inscribed south Indian script and a gold 
ring with an Indianized motif.25  

Other early sites were incorporated into the international and regional trade 
network of the Sea of Malayu, notably Khao Sam Keo (beginning of the fourth century 
CE) and Khuan Luk Pat (“Hill of Beads,” c. third to sixth-seventh century CE), located 
in Khlong Thom in Krabi province, the terminus of a trans-peninsular route.   The latter 
was replaced by Kuala Selinsing as the main producer of beads perhaps from the sixth 
to the tenth centuries CE.26 In a recent study Bulbeck has also emphasized the 
importance of the Andaman Islands in the network of seafaring populations that helped 
open the sea lanes for trade between India and Southeast Asia.  He notes that Andamese 
traditional decorations focus on “Sa Huynh Kalanay” geometric decorations that show 
strong similarities with the pottery designs at Kuala Selinsing.27 

                                                 
21 Glover, “Southern Silk Road,” 79; Jacq-Hergoualc’h, Malay Peninsula, 81; Higham, Early Culture, 

181-2. 
22 Glover, “Southern Silk Road”; Bellina, “Beads, Social Change,” 286-9. 
23 Higham, Early Cultures, 181-2. 
24 Glover, Early Trade, 31, 47; Glover, “Southern Silk,” 62, 74, 79. 
25 Leong, “Collecting Centres,” 29-30; Francis, Asia’s Maritime Bead Trade, 216-7. 
26 Jacq-Hergoualc’h, Malay Peninsula, 89-92. 
27 Bulbeck, “Indigenous Traditions,” 323-4. 
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While Chinese sources describe Indianizing kingdoms in Southeast Asia in the 
early centuries CE, archaeological studies have yet to yield evidence for such 
settlements predating the fifth century. The absence of archaeological records for pre-
fifth century settlements accords with Monica Smith’s contention that substantive 
Indian contacts with Southeast Asia only date from the rise of the Gupta dynasty in 
India in the fourth century CE.28 One is therefore faced with a curious situation in which 
Chinese records describe Indianizing settlements in the region, while Indian documents 
merely mention names without any geographic or historical information. Furthermore, 
archaeological evidence is limited to Chinese ceramics, which can only offer limited 
insights into the local communities.   

In the beginning of the Common Era southern India became a major focus of 
Indian-Southeast Asian trade. Tamil culture was flourishing, Brahmanic Hinduism was 
displacing Buddhism, new agricultural lands were opened, and urban settlements were 
increasing. All of these developments provided the basis for a lively and lucrative 
exchange with Southeast Asia in the second and third centuries from the southern Indian 
ports of Arikamedu, Kayal and Kamara. Both Mantai in Sri Lanka and Arikamedu in 
southern India were the most likely sources of Roman and Persian artifacts from the 
subcontinent that moved across the Bay of Bengal, across the trans-isthmian/-peninsular 
route, to Oc Eo in the Lower Mekong.29 

Chinese sources indicate that sometime between the third and fifth centuries CE 
the sea route between India and China came to be used more frequently. In 413 the 
Chinese pilgrim Faxian returned all the way from Sri Lanka to China by sea, and a few 
years later Gunavarman, a Kashmiri prince, went to China via the same route. Under the 
Song dynasty in China (960-1279) Chinese overseas trading activity grew rapidly, 
particularly to Southeast Asia. The increasing popularity of this all-sea route had 
important repercussions for some of the early polities along the Straits of Melaka. 
Chinese sources mention the existence of a western Indonesian polity called Ko-ying or 
Chia-ying in the first half of the third century CE. Their source for this information 
came from an area in the southern Mekong known to the Chinese as “Funan”.30  
Perhaps a Chinese rendering of the local term bnam/phnom (mountain), Funan consisted 
of a number of communities with a shared culture, whose links to one another varied in 
nature and intensity at different times .31 At its height, Funan was said to have extended 
its influence to settlements on the Isthmus and the Malay Peninsula. 

As active participants in the Sea of Malayu, these areas would have been part of 
a family of communities that exchanged goods and ideas and even shared ambitions. It 
is no surprise that a powerful ruler of Funan extended his political influence westward 
as far as the northern Malay Peninsula, or that an ambitious ruler of Tambralinga 
(located in the vicinity of Nakhon Si Thammarat) intervened in the politics of Angkor.  
These are only two striking examples recorded in history, but would have been 
commonplace and part of family politics in the Sea of Malayu. The well-developed 
trade network contributed to an increasing sense of interlinked political and cultural 
relationships among the communities. The art historian, Stanley O’Connor, describes it 

                                                 
28 Smith, “’Indianization’,” 12-4.   
29 McPherson, Indian Ocean, 83-5, 90. 
30 Wolters, Early Indonesian Commerce, 33-7; MacPherson, Indian Ocean, 96-7. 
31 Coedès, Indianized States of Southeast Asia, 36. 
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as a feeling of a “neighborhood”. “How else would one explain”, he asks, “the almost 
parallel development of the monumental Visnu images wearing the long robe in three 
such widely separated locations as Dong Si Mahapot, in Prachinburi, at the head of the 
gulf in eastern Thailand, the Mekong delta sites explored by Louis Malleret, and the 
peninsula?” O’Connor is convinced of a “family resemblance” in the architectural styles 
and other features used in the service of Buddhism or Hinduism.32 

These early sources thus suggest that there was increasing contact between 
India, Southeast Asia, and China by the middle of the first millennium BCE. The land 
route was favoured until the third century CE, when more travelers began using the sea 
route. In this early evidence, perhaps of greatest interest to historians is the role of 
Buddhism in tracing the early trade contacts between these three regions.  The impact of 
Buddhism in long-distance maritime trade in the first millennium CE has long been 
intimated through stories from the Mahavamsa and the Sasanavamsappadipika, 
describing Emperor Asoka’s decision to send Buddhist missionaries to Suvannabhumi.33 
In the early years of the Common Era, Buddhism shifted its focus from being a pioneer 
in agricultural expansion to a promoter of commerce. Buddhist emphasis on 
accumulation of wealth and its approval of interest earned on investments made it a 
favoured religion among traders.  Links between traders and Buddhist monasteries grew 
stronger, and Buddhist symbols were widely used on pottery, terracotta seals, and a 
variety of other objects.  Monastic establishments in India became economic centres and 
promoted a Buddhist trade diaspora that extended to Southeast Asia.  Different forms of 
Buddhism continued to play a significant role in structuring Southeast Asian beliefs, 
statecraft, and trade networks well into the early modern period and beyond.  In the first 
millennium CE, Buddhism provided an alternative to the Hindu/Brahmanic model and 
helped to reinforce trading networks in the region.34 In a recent study Tansen Sen 
documents the commercial role of Buddhist monasteries in China as well as India in 
funding maritime mercantile enterprises, including overseas trading ventures. Monks 
provided both physical and spiritual care for the merchants, in return for which the 
merchants assisted monks in their travels, brought Buddhist items for their patrons, and 
financially contributed to the maintenance of Buddhist institutions.35    

The Lower Mekong sites provide further evidence of the link between Buddhism 
and trade.  Buddha images dating between the third and fifth centuries CE were found in 
Funan and the Cham areas of southern Vietnam. In Champa, particularly at Tra Kieu, a 
major Cham centre in central Vietnam, clay Buddhist votive tablets date from the 
seventh century. John Guy argues that, because Southeast Asian rulers regarded 
themselves as part of a religious world that naturally extended to India, the trade in 
Buddha imagery would have been as lively as that in spices, aromatic woods, and other 
desired products from Southeast Asia.36 In offering new religious ideas as well as 
artifacts, Buddhism helped strengthen the common cultural bond among communities 
already linked by trade.   

                                                 
32 O’Connor, “Introduction,” 8-10. 
33 Glover, “Southern Silk,” 58, 63,74, 79.   
34 Ray, “Early Trans-Oceanic,” 43, 45, 50, 53-4; Ray, Winds of Change, 154-61. 
35 Sen, Buddhism, Diplomacy, and Trade, 165, 178-82. 
36 Guy, ‘Pan-Asian Buddhist’, 3-4. 
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From the fifth century CE a rival Vaishnavite trade network developed. The 
popularity of both a devotional (bhakti) sect of Vaisnavism and Buddhism would 
explain why inscriptions and statuary found in pre-Angkorian sites, in Funan, the Malay 
Peninsula, and Sumatra are overwhelmingly Vaisnavite or Buddhist. Although Siva 
lingas are found at these Vaisnavite devotional sites, Manguin believes that Siva was 
regarded as a lesser divinity.  Vaisnavite influence may have accompanied traders from 
Sogdania and Bactria in Central Asia who settled in Dunsun located somewhere on the 
Isthmus in the third century CE. Artistic styles and funerary practices dated to the fifth 
and seventh centuries reflect the ongoing impact of the Iranian world on the region.37  

Buddhism’s role in promoting commercial activity between India and Southeast 
Asia is evident in the religious statuary, seals, and monuments found in Southeast Asia. 
The presence of Indo-Pacific beads in the region is further proof of ongoing links 
between these two regions. Although there was some bead production within Southeast 
Asia itself, most of the beads recovered in archaeological sites were manufactured in 
India. Being literally at the halfway point in a long trade trajectory from India/Middle 
East to China, the Isthmus and the Malay Peninsula were ideally placed for international 
trade.  Ships coming from either direction found it necessary to stop in the vicinity of 
the Straits of Melaka to await the southwest or northeast monsoon winds to carry them 
to their ultimate destinations. In time traders from both the east and the west restricted 
their activities to one segment of the route and made the Straits of Melaka the main 
point of exchange. Products of Southeast Asian forests and seas also became part of this 
trade, and the Malayu became active suppliers, traders, and long-distance carriers of 
Southeast Asian goods. The presence of large number of traders in the Straits 
encouraged enterprising leaders to create conditions to facilitate trade between foreign 
merchants from both east and west. Although initially there would have been competing 
harbors, eventually one emerged as the dominant entrepot while the others became 
feeder ports.  

Conclusion 

In this paper I have argued that applying a seas perspective would provide an 
alternate way of configuring the past. Influenced by ideas advanced by Hordern and 
Purcell in their innovative study of the Mediterranean, I have created for heuristic 
purposes the idea of the “Sea of Malayu”, which fulfils the notion that a “sea” should  
have a “sense of place”. I have argued that the Sea of Malayu was a network of 
communities that developed a common cultural idiom visible in the buildings and 
artifacts that they left behind, as well as in the shared values that enabled any of its 
members to move comfortably from one area in this unified world to another. 

As testament to the common cultural world of this Sea, sources note the easy 
involvement of the Malayu in Funan, the Angkorians in the Isthmus, and the Chams in 
the Malayu world. The overarching unity of the Sea of Malayu incorporated and 
transcended any localized identity and became the model for the Malayu world.  
Economic interests were a paramount consideration in this unity, and international trade 
was the glue that bound together the widely-dispersed communities. Over time, 
continuing interactions forged cultural commonalities that could be identified with the 

                                                 
37 Manguin, “Archaeology of Early Maritime Polities,” 297-8, 303-5. 
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entire network.  A lingua franca developed that enriched the local languages, and ideas 
of religion and statecraft were shared if not always adopted.  What mattered most was 
that those who participated in the common Sea became regarded as family, which 
carried connotations of respect, priority, and loyalty in every aspect of their relationship. 
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