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Heterarchy and Cosmopolis in Early Southeast Asia 
  
 Southeast Asian urbanism in the pre-1500 era offers marked contrast to the longstanding 
hierarchical traditions of its Indian and Chinese neighbors.  It has been argued that maritime Southeast Asia 
lacked an urban tradition in the pre-1500 age, because its cities had limited and often fluctuating 
populations (Wheatley 1983).  Unlike its counterparts in other regions of the world, the archeological 
evidence of early maritime Southeast Asia's larger settlements does not include elaborate fortifications, 
despite the long history of piracy throughout the region.  This lack of permanent structures is consistent 
with other archeological remains that suggest that the early centers were mobile, regularly shifting rather 
than demonstrating societal commitment to a single place.  Only the elite and their immediate servants 
populated the region’s differentiated centers of political (royal courts) and religious authority (temples), 
which were insulated in the agrarian hinterlands.  The major marketplaces were at river mouths on the coast 
at the societal periphery rather than in the upstream heartland.  These emporia served as points of contact 
with the outside world, networked with other regional ports of relatively equal stature (Hall 1985, 1-25).    
 Sensitive to these characteristics, historians have introduced several alternative approaches in their 
attempts to conceptualize early Southeast Asia urban development.  Victor Lieberman’s Strange Parallels 
explores the patterns of urban hierarchy that he believes developed in mainland Southeast Asia (Myanmar, 
Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam) from roughly 1100 to 1800 (Lieberman 2003).   He addresses the rise 
of conceptual cities that were the focal centers in the development of emerging nation-states, in the 
tradition of Skinner’s and Wheatley’s seminal studies of early East Asia (Skinner 1974; Wheatley 1971, 
1978).  Believing that early maritime Southeast Asian cities were different than those of continental 
Southeast Asia, scholars who research the history of the Southeast Asian archipelago have explored 
different approaches.  Instead of addressing the development of institutionalized hierarchies that are 
comparable to the characteristics of pre-modern cities in other regions of the world, several have found it 
fruitful to consider the networked heterarchy and cosmopolis as meaningful alternatives.   
 O. W. Wolters initially explored the conceptual early Southeast Asian heterarchy, which he 
defined as including horizontally linked regionally semi-autonomous urban-like centers that shared in 
common goals, acknowledged the political independence of its "members," included multiple networked 
concentrations of power that had different levels of connectivity, and were based in some  degree of 
acknowledged cultural homogeneity (Indic, Islamic, Chinese).1  Heterarchies might have multiple 
organizational patterns (monarchies, chieftainships, sultanates), types of knowledge (written, oral), and 
means of acknowledgement (ritualized gifting; assignments of title and privilege).  A heterarchy distributed 
privilege and decision-making, in contrast to a hierarchy in which power and privilege was concentrated in 
its higher members.  Wolters argued that the heterarchy network was ideal in an age of rapid change, as its 
horizontal linkages allowed a good deal of flexibility and encouraged cooperation among its members 
rather than submission.  The heterarchy was a means to encourage linkage of extended communities across 
some substantial space or isolating geography, especially maritime space.  In his mind early maritime 
Southeast Asia was defined by the movements of goods and religious (e.g., Hindu-Buddhist and Islamic) 
and cultural (e.g., Indic, Chinese, Malay, or Javanese) ideas.  The conceptual early maritime Southeast 
Asian heterarchy was a religious, ideological, and commercial world that spanned space and overcame 
isolation, by linking communities with common interests – especially their mutual participation in the 
international maritime trade.   

In contrast, Anthony Reid and Eric Tagliacozzo have more recently addressed the conceptual 
cosmopolis, which in their minds is also a multi-centered linked community based in the pluralism among 
                                                
1 Wolters 1982/revised 1999.  Wolters's conception of heterarchy represented his opposition to historians 
"who detect . . . change in the form of centralizing tendencies" (Wolters 1999, 152).  Other heterarchy-like 
options were Stanley Tambiah’s “galatic polity” (Tambiah 1976); Clifford Geertz’s conceptual “Negara" 
(Geertz 1980); Leonard Andaya’s exploration of the “cultural state” (L. Andaya 1993); and Paul 
Wheatley’s "Commandery" (Wheatley 1983).       
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its members (Reid 2004; Tagliacozzo 2006).  Their model Southeast Asian cosmopolis is a network of 
coastal entrepots that share in their international orientation, their dual functionality as port and political 
center, their flexible capacity to rapidly adapt to new circumstances, their centrifugal and centripetal roles 
in relation to uplands, jungles, and outlying regions away from the metropolis, and as the collection points 
for the forest and agricultural products of their dependent regions.  In contrast to Wolters’ view that 
heterarchies prevailed in the pre-1500 era and that hierarchical patterns of urbanism developed later, 
coincident to the heightened commercialism that began to prevail after 1500, Reid and Tagliacozzo make 
the case that there is a continuity of the earlier patterns of urbanism in maritime Southeast Asia into the 
present, as in the notable case of Singapore.   The principle difference between their notion of a cosmopolis 
and Wolters' depiction of pre-modern heterarchies is their stress on the hierarchical elements of cosmopolis 
urban networking.  In their view the cosmopolis was linked horizontally, but networked secondary centers 
were less semi-autonomous than in Wolter’s heterarchy model.  In their conception the cosmopolis primary 
or paramount center’s economic prominence gave it considerable degree of hegemony over other members 
of its commercial network, which in turn dictated a degree of political and cultural leadership over its 
secondary centers.  Since the cosmopolis fell short of fully institutionalizing its networked relationships, 
there was always opportunity for a secondary center to challenge the primacy of the prevailing center if it 
fell short in its economic capacity – due to internal decay, conquest by a rival, or the ever-changing nature 
of the Indian Ocean trade network.  

This paper will address urbanism in maritime Southeast Asia in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, an age that Anthony Reid characterizes as maritime Southeast Asia's "Age of Commerce," when 
international trade was the motor for widespread societal change (Reid, 1988, 1993).  It will provide several 
case studies of 1400-1600 regional secondary centers, in representing these early port-polities based on the 
limited archeological and textual sources, to allow a concluding evaluation of the appropriateness of the 
heterarchy and cosmopolis interpretive options.   

This study begins with Melaka, which became the region's preeminent emporia in the fifteenth 
century, and remained a major factor in regional trade after it fell to the Portuguese in 1511.  The best 
documented of the early Southeast Asian ports-of-trade, Melaka provides a point of reference in making 
comparisons with its contemporary regional secondary centers and in providing greater clarity to the 
incomplete records of the lesser ports-of-trade.  The northwest Borneo coastline networked port-polities the 
Chinese knew as Boni, by the fifteenth century based in the modern Brunei river estuary, were initially 
secondary centers to Melaka, the Vietnam coast port-polity network, and to south China's ports-of-trade.  
Following the Portuguese seizure of Melaka in 1511, Brunei would claim to be Melaka's successor as the 
paramount intermediary in South China Sea regional trade -- in part due to Ming China's severe restrictions 
on China-based traders' activities in the region from the 1430s until the late sixteenth century.  Sixteenth-
century Brunei was minimally the primary center to networked north Borneo coast and Sulu 
Sea/Philippines secondary emporia.   This paper highlights the existing documentation of Brunei and Cebu, 
one of Brunei's networked Sulu Sea secondary centers, as the remaining archeological remains coincide 
with these centers' portrayals in Antonio Pigafetta's account of the Megallan voyage's visits in 1521.   

The final case study of the Banjarmasin port-polity on Borneo's southeast coast provides useful 
contrast to the case studies of Brunei and Cebu, in that the most important record of fifteenth- and 
sixteenth-century Banjarmasin is not an external source, but instead the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
Banjarmasin court chronicle, which provides a local retrospective portrait of Banjarmasin's earlier history. 
The southeast Borneo port-polity in the vicinity of modern Banjarmasin was a fifteenth-century minor 
secondary emporium networked with Java's primary ports-of-trade.  But in the post-1511 era, it became a 
key intermediary in the eastern Indonesian archipelago spice trade network, and an alternative source of 
pepper for the eastern Asia marketplace after the Portuguese restricted the Indian Ocean trading 
community's access to Sumatra's pepper.   
 
The Melaka Straits Passageway c. 600 to 1400 
 

From 1300-1500, prior to any significant European presence in the Indian Ocean, maritime 
Southeast Asia was the transitional commercial center where the goods of India and the Middle East such 
as cotton cloth, pepper, and glassware were exchanged for the silk and porcelain of China.  Here, too, 
international traders acquired maritime Southeast Asia's spices and exotic jungle products:  sandalwood, 
rhinoceros horns, colorful birds, and medicinals (notably Borneo's camphor).  By the fifteenth century this 
commerce centered on the port-polity of Melaka on the southwest Malay Peninsula, which lay adjacent to 
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the strategic Straits of Melaka maritime passageway.   Maritime sojourners made stopovers in Straits of 
Melaka ports.  One group arrived on the northeast winter monsoon winds from China and other eastern 
locales, and waited there for the reversal of the winds for their return on the southwest summer monsoon 
winds.  In their absence other maritime sojourners arrived on the southwest summer monsoon winds from 
India, the Middle East, and the ports-of-trade in the Bay of Bengal region, and remained in Melaka until the 
northeast winter monsoons allowed their return voyages.   

From roughly 600 to 1300, the Straits passageway was dominated by a polity that the Chinese 
knew as Srivijaya, which had used its navy to limit regional piracy as also to coerce shipping passing 
through the Straits to use its ports and to pay its port fees.  From 1300 to 1400, the east Java-based 
Majapahit Hindu-Buddhist polity superceded Srivijaya, by sending its navy to force the submission of 
competing Straits of Melaka port-polities to its indirect sovereignty.  Samudra-Pasai, which had become the 
first major Straits sultanate around 1300, acknowledged its place in Majapahit's archipelago network, but 
remained the most prominent among the east coast Sumatra port-polities through the fourteenth century, 
because it had become a source of Sumatra pepper as also an important stopover for sojourning merchants 
(Hall 2001).  With the initial backing of Ming China naval fleets, Melaka became the paramount emporium 
among other networked Straits port-polities in the early fifteenth century (Wade 2004).  After their Chinese 
supporters withdrew from the region in the 1430s, Melaka's rulers stepped back from aggressive militancy, 
lowered their port's duties, and facilitated a functional and open marketplace.    

Melaka's fifteenth-century monarchs based their legitimacy in their succession to the royal lineage 
of Srivijaya, but by the late 1430s had shifted their religious patronage from a prior eclectic Hindu-
Buddhist tradition to Islam, in part because the majority of the merchants who were using their uniquely 
open crossroads were Muslims.  It must have seemed logical to Melaka's rulers that their conversion to 
Islam would gain them economic advantage among Muslim merchants -- and distinguish them from 
Majapahit Java, where Muslim merchants of largely Chinese ethnicity were in control of Java's north coast 
ports.  Melaka's elite took Muslim names, accepted circumcision, worshipped in mosques, and promoted 
conversion to Islam among the elite of their networked Malay Peninsula port-polities that supplied Melaka 
with the assortment of local produce necessary to provision Melaka's residential commercial communities.  
Herein Islam also became the basis for political alliance that linked the loosely allied Melaka "hinterland," 
which was a network of ports and their upstreams that were not immediately adjacent to the Melaka port. 
(Milner 1981, 1982, 20-28). Though Islam had been promoted earlier by Samudra-Pasai, the new religion 
became so closely identified with Malay society in Melaka that to become Muslim, it was said, was to 
masuk Melayu,  "to enter [the fold of the] Melayu [Melaka]" (Andaya and Andaya 1982, 55). 

  
 
The Melaka Primary Center 
 

Hybridized Malay-speaking elite ruled over the fifteenth-century Melaka cosmopolitan emporia.  
Most of Melaka's residents derived their incomes from its trade or from their provision of services to those 
involved in the international shipping that passed through the Melaka port (Thomaz 1988).  The Portuguese 
scribe Tome Pires, writing around 1512, just after Melaka's conquest by the Portuguese, offers this 
description of Melaka's cosmopolitanism: 

Moors from Cairo, Mecca, Aden, Abyssinians, men of Kilwa, Malindi, Ormuz, Parsees, Rumes, 
Turks, Turkomans, Christian Armenians, Gujaratees, men of Chaul, Dabhol, Goa, of the kingdom 
of Deccan, Malabars and Klings, merchants from Orissa, Ceylon, Bengal, Arakan, Pegu, Siamese, 
men of Kedah, Malays, men of Pahang, Patani, Cambodia, Champa, Cochin China, Chinese, 
Lequeos, men of Brunei, Lucoes, men of Tamjompura, Laue, Banka, Linga, Moluccas, Banda, 
Bima, Timor, Madura, Java, Sunda, Palembang, Jambi, Tongkal, Indragiri, Kappatta, 
Menangkabau, Siak, Arqua (Arcat?), Aru, Bata, country of the Tomjano, Pase, Pedir, Maldives… 
The above-mentioned peoples come to Malacca with junks, pangajavas and ships… Finally, in the 
port of Malacca very often eighty-four languages have been found spoken, every one distinct, as 
the inhabitants of Malacca affirm (Cortesao 1944, 118-119, 268).  
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The majority of Melaka's population consisted of permanent and semi-permanent residential communities 
of foreigners, among whom the Gujarati and Tamil (Keling) from India, Javanese from the archipelago, and 
the Chinese were the most prominent.  The foreign communities were assigned their own “suburban” 
neighborhood.  Each of the major foreign communities also had its own “chief-of-port” 
(shahbandar/syahbandar) who received merchants on their arrival, presented them to the civilian head-of-
state (bendhahara), found them lodging, storage, and shops to sell their goods, and, according to the 
Portuguese sources, up to the late fifteenth century acted as their trade broker in return for 1% of the value 
of their sales.   The shahbandar also provided visiting merchants with small boats and elephants for local 
transport, and in time of war he might also gather, arm, and command his community, along with its slaves 
and other dependents, to fight on Melaka’s behalf, as Melaka did not have a large standing army of its own.     

Melaka was in theory an open marketplace free of royal monopolies, yet it imposed certain royal 
regulations and taxes.  Resident merchants and visiting sojourners who had resident families paid a 3% tax 
on imports, while other sojourners were subject to other regimes.  Those who came from countries to the 
east (negeri di-bawah angin), including island Southeast Asia, were exempt from direct customs duties but 
were required to participate in the local “reciprocal buying” (beli-belian) system.  Specifically, they were 
required to supply 25% of their goods directly to the Sultan’s trade representatives (hamba raja, the “king’s 
servitors” who managed the Sultan’s business) at 20% less than the current market price, and to buy 
commodities from the Sultan’s shops at 20% higher than the market price (B. Andaya 1978).  In contrast, 
ships arriving from countries to the west (negeri di-atas angin) including India, the Bay of Bengal, and the 
Middle East were charged a flat 6% fee on their imports, probably because they brought the most desired 
products:  India’s cotton textiles.  There is no evidence that Melaka's taxation system discriminated 
between Muslims and non-Muslims, as was common in India’s ports during this era.  Rather, the goal was 
to manage the foreign trade communities and promote trade.  It was only in the next century, after the 
arrival of Europeans, when it became common in Straits of Melaka Muslim ports to base taxes on the 
Islamic rules (fiqh) enjoining the rightful supplemental taxation of non-Muslims.  In the fifteenth century, 
Melaka law, Undang-undang Melaka, was based in local custom, but in extreme cases the “Law of Allah” 
(Shari’ah, or Itulah adatnya negeri, tetapi pada hikum Allah -- "Customary Local Law and the Laws of 
Allah" in Malay) was applied when harsher punishment seemed appropriate (Wake 1983; Winstedt and de 
Jong 1956; Kheng 1998).  

Despite the diverse array of ethnic groups discussed, merchants were loyal to their families or to 
personal contracts rather than to any sense of a shared corporate commercial community.  Rich merchants 
maintained residences in Melaka, where they transacted their business, and they sent trade representatives 
outward with their ships.  Not all the wealthy merchants owned ships, as most overseas trade was 
conducted as silent partnerships in which a shipowner contracted with other merchant-financiers to share a 
voyage’s expenses at a rate dependent on the destination, with all investors sharing in the profits on a ship’s 
return.  In other cases, small-scale merchant/sojourners could lease a “compartment” (petak) in a ship, 
which might go for a freight charge equivalent to 20% of the merchandise value.  If a ship was lost, all 
investors lost, but if a ship was successful, it would normally return profits of 35-50% on voyages to 
Southeast Asia, 80-90% on India missions, and up to 200% on China ventures (Thomaz 2000, 33). Trade 
profits were reinvested in merchandise, or in the purchase of slaves (belati), who worked in the shipyards, 
served on ship crews, transported merchandise, hauled ships onto the beach, and performed various other 
labor tasks.  Funds could also be spent on “slaves of debt” (ulur, orang berhutang), who were “household” 
or personal slaves.  Common to the Malay tradition, and in competition with local Malay elite, those of the 
greatest social and political status in Melaka regardless of their ethnicity had the largest number of 
dependents of this type.  There was also a substantial amount of conspicuous consumption.  Tome Pires 
comments: 

             
And true it is that this part of the world is richer and more prized than the world of the Indies, 
because the smallest merchandise here is gold, which is least prized, and in Melaka they consider 
it merchandise . . . in Melaka they prize garlic and onions more than musk, benzoin, and other 
precious things (Cortesao 1944, 286-287). 

 
This pattern of consumption also reflects the fifteenth-century development of a high regional standard-of-
living that depended on an intra-Southeast Asian trade in basic commodities.    
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The Fall of Melaka to the Portuguese in 1511 and its Regional Consequences 
 

After the fall of Melaka to the Portuguese in 1511, numbers of Melaka's Muslim merchants of 
mixed Malay and Chinese ethnicity migrated to other regional ports, which, paired with substantial new 
international demand for their products, benefited from their presence (Tarling, ed., 1992,  I, 481).  The 
refugee Melaka dynasty relocated in Johor on the southern tip of the Malay Peninsula; the Johor court 
claimed succession to the Srivijaya/Melaka legacy, but could only exercise leadership over Melaka's 
networked east coast Malay Peninsula ports-of-trade (L. Andaya 1975; B. Andaya 1979).  Java's north 
coast ports remained prominent, and in 1527 a coalition of these ports, led by Demak, defeated the 
remnants of the Majapahit court, and followed by asserting its control over Palembang in southeast 
Sumatra and Banjarmasin on the southeast Borneo coast.  Demak could initially dominate exchanges 
between the north Java coast and its hinterland, which supplied its networked ports with the rice and 
Javanese cloth (e.g., batik) that were vital in their sojourning trade with linked eastern Indonesian 
archipelago ports.  But Demak was unable to institutionalize this network, and by the late 1550s the north 
coast alliance could not resist the successful reunification of Java under the central Java based Mataram 
polity (Lombard 1990).     
 The new wealth derived from the international trade route enhanced the prospects of other 
enterprising sixteenth-century ports that had previously been secondary to Melaka, Java, and Vietnam coast 
ports-of-trade.  New port-polities also emerged where the international trade provided access to luxury 
goods, notably cloth, ceramics, and precious metals, which became marks of status that raised the prestige 
of assertive port-connected local notables and allowed them to control the ritualized redistributions of these 
to those who acknowledged their sovereignty.   

Antonio Pigafetta's account of Ferdinand Megellan's 1521 voyage among the Philippine Islands, 
Borneo, and the eastern Indonesian archipelago provides a vital outsider's view of the early sixteenth-
century transitions.   When Megellan's ships visited most of the ports in the eastern Indonesian archipelago 
and Sulu Sea region they were appalled by the nakedness and primitive lifestyles of the local populations.  
Only chiefs and their allied elite wore cotton clothing and displayed a "civilized" behavior.  Ordinary 
people wore bark cloth coverings at most.  In contrast, the Spaniards were highly impressed when they 
visited the port-polity of Brunei on Borneo's northwest coast, where even the servants wore gold and silk.  
Brunei's elite were recreating the splendor and ritual of Melaka's court, if not that of China's imperial court 
where Brunei's ambassadors were regular visitors [Wade 2005.].  The Brunei court's conspicuous ritualized 
display of wealth certainly reinforced its claim to be Melaka's successor as the dominating port-of-trade in 
the eastern South China Sea regions.2  
 
The Brunei Secondary/Primary Port-of-Trade 
 

The northwest Borneo coast port-polity that the Chinese knew as Boni was one among five 
Southeast Asian polities recognized by China's fifteenth-century Ming rulers as an independent maritime 
political entity worthy of ambassadorial exchanges -- Melaka, Samudra-Pasai, Majapahit Java, and Champa 
were the others, and invested Brunei's monarchs with an imperial seal and commission.  In doing so the 
Chinese court acknowledged that the Brunei coastline was a strategic stopover for ships traveling to China 
from Melaka or Java on the southwest monsoon, and for a return voyage on the seasonal northeast 
monsoon.   

                                                
2 Melaka's Hikayat Hang Tuah, composed during the 16th century, cited Brunei as an "alien 

country," in contrast to ports-of-trade that had remained loyal members of the Melaka association then 
centered in Johor (B.. Andaya in Tarling, ed., 1992, I. 412).  By the end of the sixteenth century regional 
ports-of-trade were citing their linkage to Brunei as validation of their legitimacy, as in the case of Manila, 
where by 1570 two allied Muslim chiefs (datu) claimed themselves rightful monarchs because of their 
marriage alliance with the Brunei court of Brunei (Ibid., 411); this polity was short lived, as the Spanish 
seized Manila in 1571.  In 1578, when the Spanish took temporary control over Brunei this allowed a new 
sultanate to develop in the Sulu Sea, which claimed to be Brunei's rightful successor.  When Brunei 
regained its independence from the Spanish, it was unable to reassert its dominance over Sulu Sea port-
polities, which continued to favor the Sulu sultanate's leadership.      
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 According to Chinese dynastic records, west coast Borneo was a prominent product source as well 
as intermediary port.  The Boni coast was the source of rhinoceros horns, benzoin, camphor, tortoise shells, 
beeswax, and lakawood (known for its fragrance); its imports were porcelain, jewelry, cosmetics, silks, 
Middle Eastern glass, gold, silver, and tin.  The first four exports were used in antipyretics, diuretics, 
amalgesics, and tonics (D. Reid, 1987, 118, 184).  By the fifteenth century the Bo-ni coast had become a 
gateway to the “East Sea Route” (Jiaoguang).  Sojourning merchants left Champa by the northeast 
monsoon and crossed to Boni, where they might travel on to the Philippines, to southwest Luzon, Mindoro, 
or Batuan, or were satisfied to acquire Philippine and eastern Indonesian archipelago products in Boni’s 
port.  Historians and archeologists debate whether any China-based traders ever went to Boni and beyond, 
or if they were content to acquire “Eastern Sea” products at the noted Champa, Melaka Straits, or north 
coast Java mainline ports, where Southeast Asia-based sojourners of mixed Chinese ethnic heritage acted as 
their intermediaries (Hall, ed., 2006).   
 Scholars also speculate on the site of Boni.  Based on the analysis of local deposits of Chinese 
ceramics and other accompanying archeological evidence, current consensus is that the Boni polity 
identified in the eleventh- through mid-fourteenth-century Song and Yuan records periodically shifted.  
There is general agreement that during the Song era Sarawak coast port-polities were dominant, and Brunei 
river mouths, notably at and around Kota Batu, were the Boni base in the Yuan era and following (Osman 
1997; Christie 1985).   The Songshi account, consistent with the other cited Chinese records that purposely 
provide information useful for navigation, reported that Boni was separated from Java by 45 days journey, 
from the Srivijaya realm in the Straits of Melaka by 40 days, and 30 days voyage from Champa.  The point 
was that Boni goods were arriving in China’s marketplace via these three primary port centers.  The role of 
linked intermediaries that supported the primary centers is demonstrated in the Songshi account of an 1156 
Srivijaya tributary presentation at the Chinese court that included 9 pieces of plum flower shaped “Borneo 
camphor,” 200 taels of “Borneo camphor planks,” as also 117 katis of cloves (from the Malukus), 127 katis 
of nutmeg (from Banda), and 10,750 katis of sandalwood (also an eastern archipelago product, likely from 
Timor).  In a following 1178 Srivijaya mission the Chinese court received 4 pieces of  “plum-flower shaped 
Borneo camphor planks weighing 14 katis,” 210 katis of nutmeg, 210 katis of benzoin, 150 katis of turtle-
shell, and 1570 katis of sandalwood (Wong 1979, 80-83 ).   

The Chinese port commissioner Zhao Rugua (1225) asserted that the Boni port had a population of 
10,000, who populated a “city” surrounded by timber walls, and was also defended by a “defense force of 
150 ships.”   Its king wore Chinese silks on special occasions; he and his elite regularly wore gold jewelry 
and imported cloth from Java (batik?) that contained gold threads (Hirth and Rockhill 1911, 155-158).   
Zhao Rugua enumerates the local riverine systems subordinate to Boni, with the note that the populations 
among these places traded with Boni in small boats and dressed and had diets similar to Boni’s.  Among 
these were Xifenggong (River Serudong?), Shimiao (Sibu?), Hulumandou (Martapura?), and Suwuli 
(Matan?), all sub-regional ports of the west and south coast of Borneo.   

While the list of locally networked Bo-ni ports remained the same, the wider Borneo realm 
reported in the 1304 Nanhai zhi had changed, due to the new prominence of an as yet unidentified polity on 
the southwest Borneo coast that the Yuan era sources knew as Tanjongpura (Smith 2000).  In the early 
fourteenth-century account Boni’s trade realm was now focused northward, on the Philippines-Sulu Sea 
region.  Boni’s domain included southwest Luzon (Maleiluo), Mindaro (Mayi), Butuan (Butuan), Sabah 
(Shahuzhong), Sarawak (Yazhen), and the Sarawak pirate liar of Manaluonu.  In the Yuan sources 
Tanjongpura, not Boni, was preeminent over the southern route to the eastern archipelago. Tanjongpura’s 
networked realm consisted of Lundu and Shaluogou in western Kalimantan, Banjarmasin (Biennuxin), 
Sulawesi (Bindixien), Makassar (Mengjiajien), Maluku (Weilugu), and Banda (Bandan). (Wong 1979). 

A Chinese tombstone inscription dated 1264, discovered in the Brunei estuary, which 
commemorated “Master Bu” (“Abu”), provides a vital local window on Boni’s early links.  The tombstone 
was recovered in a Muslim cemetery at Jalan Tutong in the Kota Baru area, near the Kedayan tributary 
river of the Brunei River.  Since the tombstone was not consistent with other tombstones in this cemetery, 
archeologists assume that the tombstone was moved from its original site in the Kota Baru area (associated 
with earlier archeological remains of the China trade) to its recovery site, which is not (Frank and Chen 
1973; Osman 1993).  This tombstone takes on special significance, because its beneficiary was a Chinese 
official from Quanzhou, an emissary to the Boni court, descended from the powerful Bu merchant clan that 
dominated south China commerce under the Yuan (So 2000, 107-110).   

The tombstone provides definitive evidence of early thirteenth-century diplomatic and commercial 
networking between Boni/Brunei and China, and it also raises issues relative to the level of interaction 
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between Bo-ni and Quanzhou, and how this relationship might have supported the development of Islam in 
Brunei.  The tombstone’s “Master Abu,” who would seem to have been a member of the Muslim 
community of Quanzhou, implies the transmission of Islam from China to Brunei, as opposed to earlier 
suggestions of Arab merchants visiting Brunei or Muslim merchants of Middle Eastern heritage from 
Champa as the source (Ptak 1998, 281-4; Hirth and Rockhill 1911, 159, note 13; Wade 2006).  Another 
local tombstone dated 1301, discovered in 1984, reinforces the Quanzhou connection since it is similar to 
contemporary Quanzhou tombstones, and seems to have been shipped to Brunei from China (Matassim and 
Suhaili 1987).  In addition to providing further evidence of Boni's role in the contemporary China trade, this 
tombstone takes on added significance in that it is believed to mark the grave of the Boni monarch, possibly 
the first Brunei sultan.3  In local tradition, as reported by a Spaniard who visited around 1590, Sultan 
Yusuf, Borneo's legendary first sultan, was said to be of Malay (Muslim) heritage, but had lived in China 
for some time, where he married a Chinese noblewoman (Carroll 1982, 4).  Chinese dynastic records relate 
that a fifteenth-century Brunei monarch made an embassy to China, where he died.  The Chinese monarch 
subsequently endowed his burial in a tomb near modern Nanjing and provided support for future ancestral 
rites there.4  Certainly Brunei was able to exploit its favorable China relationship in asserting its rightful 
leadership over its networked ports-of-trade, as also attract sojourning maritime diaspora to its marketplace.   

Pigafetta's account of his 1521 visit to Brunei speaks of approaching it by sailing along the west 
coast Borneo coastline with stopovers to secure provisions at several small coastal villages, where the 
residents "have their houses on boats, and dwell nowhere else."  Finally they reached Brunei, which was an 
imposing urban center: 

 
. . . [a] city all built on salt water, except the king's house, and the houses of certain chief men.  
And it has twenty or twenty-five thousand hearths.  All their homes are of wood, and built on great 
beams ["stilts"] raised from the ground.  And when the tide is high, the women go ashore in boats 
to sell and buy the things necessary for their food [in the local marketplaces].  In front of the king's 
house is a thick wall of brick, with towers in the manner of fortress, and in it were fifty-six large, 
brass cannon, and six of iron (Pigafetta 1994, 101).   
 
Pigafetta provides commentary on the Spanish expedition's ritualized welcome.  Their ship was 

first approached by a lead vessel (prao, which was larger than a tunguli, and smaller than a junces/junk), a 
ceremonial craft that had gold ornaments at its head and stern, and was decorated with cloth banners and 
peacock feathers.  Drummers announced the arrival of eight senior officials, who seated themselves on a 
carpet, and then presented a jar of betel leaves and areca nuts (which when chewed leave the teeth with a 
red stain) as a sign of friendship, as also food supplies (meats, sugarcane, and rice wine), before they began 
their negotiations.   
 Being satisfied, a group of local elite returned six days later with six ceremonial vessels to escort a 
representative Spanish delegation to the court.  They made their way to the port "governor's" residence 
escorted by an elephant procession.  There they stayed overnight, sleeping on luxurious cotton mattresses.  
The next day they proceeded to the royal court along a street lined with people carrying spears, swords, and 
shields.  They entered a large hall filled with court elite, who sat on carpets amid halls that were covered 
with crimson silk draperies.   
 Their court visit consisted of ritualized gift exchanges.  The Spaniards presented: 
  

. . .  a green velvet robe after the Turkish fashion, a chair of violet velvet, five cubits of red cloth, a 
red cap, three cubits of paper, a pair of silver shoes, and a silver needlecase full of [metal] needles. 
To the governor three cubits of red cloth, a cap, and a gilt cup.  To the [head among the eight 
senior officials] a robe of red and green cloth after the Turkish fashion . . . and to the seven other 
chief men [other pieces of cloth] (Ibid., 100). 

                                                
3Jibah and Hassan 1987; Chen 1992; see Nichol 1989, for an argument this was not the grave of the first 
sultan, but that of an earlier monarch. 
4 MSL 116.4ab, September 8, 1530; from Geoff Wade, translator, Southeast Asia in the Ming Shi-lu: an 
open access resource, Singapore: Asia Research Institute and the Singapore E-Press, National University of 
Singapore, http://epress.nus.edu.sg/msl/entry/1875, accessed February 05, 2007.    
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In return, the king gave "to each of us cloths of crimson and gold and silk, which they put on our shoulders.  
And they forthwith gave us a collation of cloves and cinnamon [among other food items]." 5  They were 
subsequently allowed to acquire the provisions they needed, and to have a delegation trade in the local 
marketplace.   

Shortly after setting sail from Brunei, the Spanish ships were attacked by "a hundred praos, 
divided into three or four squadrons, and larger junks" (Ibid., 102).  Successfully defending themselves, the 
Spanish crew took as their prisoner the son of the king of Lozzon (the northernmost island of Luzon in the 
Philippines), who was the "captain general" of a fleet of ships sent by the Brunei monarch's rival, the 
"heathen" king of another port-polity (Burne).6  Based on the captain's account Pigafetta reports this rival 
port to have been "a city of heathen, larger than that of the Moors [i.e., Brunei], also built on salt water."  
According to Pigafetta, the captive captain told them that he had just returned from destroying a "large" 
port-polity called Laoe (perhaps Laut, an island off Borneo's southeast coastline), because they had been 
disloyal and allied with the king of Brunei instead of the king of Burne.  The Spaniards freed the captain, 
because he "was highly esteemed in those parts, but more by the heathen because they are great enemies of 
the Moorish king [of Brunei]."  As a consequence of their releasing the enemy captain, Brunei's enraged 
monarch refused to return three Spaniards who had remained at his port.  Consequently the Spaniards kept 
the sixteen notables and three accompanying women who had been sent to the Spanish ship to negotiate.  
The Spaniards had intended to take them back to Spain, but the ship's Moro pilot (who had guided the 
Spaniards from the Sulu Sea region) kept them himself, as his rightful due because his son was one of the 
captives retained by the Brunei monarch.      
 
  
The Emerging Secondary Downstream Center at Cebu in the Sulu Sea Region Circa 1500 
 
 International trade played a key role in stimulating major changes among Sulu Sea regional 
societies in the pre-European age. Archeologists assume that Chinese traders had established their initial 
bases in the Philippines as early as the eleventh and twelfth centuries C. E. (Ptak 1992, 1998).   Chinese 
traders had early settlements in Laguna and on Mindoro, where there are substantial remains of that era's 
Chinese ceramics; when the Spanish arrived in Manila in the early sixteenth century they found some 
twenty Chinese traders residing there with their wives (Hutterer 1974).  This was likely the norm in other 
early Philippines regional ports, and archeologists assume that an intensive and extensive network of native 
trade existed to distribute imports and to gather the forest products desired by sojourning Chinese traders 
based in south China, Vietnam, or in the Brunei region of northwest Borneo (Ptak 1992, 1998). These trade 
activities necessitated formal regulation, and this encouraged the rise of local chiefs (datu) who controlled 
and protected networks of barangay (villages) (Thomasson 1980).  Archaeological excavations document 
urban settlements of over five hundred households in the Laguna (Manila) area, as well as sites on the 
Mindoro, Mindanao, and Cebu coasts (Junker 1999). The Laguna, Mindoro, and Cebu sites especially 
demonstrate the rapid growth of trade centers – in response to the opportunities and demands afforded by 
foreign trade – as populations from the interior and other islands congregated around ports whose locally 
made brass artillery protected them against the piracy rampant in this region’s sea channels (Hutterer 
1974).  Each of these early urban sites is associated with significant deposits of Chinese porcelain dating to 
the late Song and early Ming eras (twelfth through sixteenth century) (Junker 1999).  Excavations in the 
Cebu City region, for example, revealed multiple levels of Chinese porcelains predating the Spanish 
incursions, including large quantities of early Ming blue and white ceramics dating at least one century 
prior to the arrival of the Spanish (Hutterer 1973).  

                                                
5 Relative to the importance of the ritualized presentation of "robes of honor" by outsiders as the means of 
initiating a favorable local relationship throughout the Eurasian realm during this era see Gordon 2001. 
6 Burne was perhaps, as Robert Nichol suggests, the previous Po-ni center on the Sarawak coastline (Nichol 
1980), or others have suggested it to be Tanjongpura in the Chinese records as noted above, neither of 
which the Spaniards visited.  Nichol clarifies that Pigafetta's reference to "Java Major" is to Borneo, while 
his references to "Java Minor" is to Java, as was the common distinction among the earliest European 
voyagers, and is consistent with their earliest maps of the region. 
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Magellan’s ships anchored at Cebu in 1521 to take on provisions. According to Pigafetta's 
account, Magellan’s crew had asked the ruler of Limasawa, a small island off the southern tip of Leyte, to 
direct them to a port where they could obtain food, and the ruler named three ports, adding that Cebu was 
the largest and the one with the most trade (Pigafetta 1994, 71-91).   At Cebu the Spanish encountered a 
population of almost 2,000 and an extensive entrepot trade based on the exchange of Chinese articles for 
Southeast Asian products. Humabon, the ruler of Cebu, initially informed the Spanish that it was the 
custom of all ships that entered the port to pay him tribute, and that it was also customary for the ruler of 
the port to exchange presents with the captains of all ships that came to trade. 7  
 It may be noticed that this practice of ritualized exchange between ruler and commercial 
populations was similar to that described in Pigafetta's more detailed account of the Spaniard's visit to the 
luxurious Brunei court.  Such gift-giving created a symbolic bond of friendship, in an attempt to mitigate 
the potential for conflict during the subsequent commercial transactions (Gordon 2001; Junker 1999).  Not 
only had the Cebuanos adopted this practice, but they were also excellent hosts to the Spanish, being 
accustomed to the ritualized hospitality extended to foreign dignitaries. Humabon and his nephew 
repeatedly provided Magellan and his men with food, invited them to meals, and entertained them with 
examples of local music and dance.  The ruler’s collection and redistribution of tribute, as well as his 
mediation and facilitation of trade exchanges, reinforced his position, and he applied these roles to the 
Spanish.  Humabon’s brother, reportedly called a bendara ("minister of trade"), 8 facilitated their 
exchanges.  In addition, Humabon took Spanish goods under his personal care along with the four 
Spaniards assigned to trade the goods.  In the local marketplace the Cebuanos traded rice, pigs, and other 
food provisions for small Spanish articles, but they especially desired to acquire Spanish iron.9 In these 
exchanges the Cebuanos impressed the Spanish with their use of a sophisticated system of weights and 
measures; local merchants carried about small wooden balances marked off into units equivalent to roughly 
one-fourth pound, one-third pound, and one pound (Ibid., 80). 

Chinese porcelain was one of Cebu's principal import items. Pigafetta notes the frequent use of 
Chinese porcelains by prominent members of Cebu society, both in common household activities, and as a 
means of displaying their wealth and social status. For example, Humabon ate turtle eggs from Chinese 
porcelain dishes and served the Spanish explorers meat on Chinese porcelain platters.  Porcelains were also 
used in local religious ceremonies as storage containers for myrrh, stoax, and benzoin, and these containers 
were prominently displayed in the funeral services of wealthy Cebuanos.10 Other imports that impressed the 
                                                
7 His demand for tribute was quickly dropped after a Muslim merchant from the Thai port of Ayudhya, 
mistaking the Spanish for the Portuguese, informed Humabon that his visitors had recently conquered the 
great entrepot of Melaka and part of India (Pigafetta 1994, 75).  
8 Pigafetta probably meant bendahara or a local form of the word, a “treasury” official commonly found in 
contemporary Malay ports-of-trade. For references to bendahara in the Malay world, see for example 
Cortesao 1944, 167, 193-194, and passim. 
9 According to Paul Wheatley 1959, 117, iron was commonly traded by Chinese merchants in the Southern 
Seas during Song times, and was said to have been used as a unit of barter.  See also Bronson 1992.  One 
would assume that Gujarat textiles were another important market product.  The specific Spanish goods 
exchanged in Cebu are not listed in Pigafetta’s report, but an idea of them can be gathered from his account 
of trade with the king of Ternate, where a bahar of cloves was acquired for two cubits of a fairly good red 
cloth, thirty-five glasses, fifteen axes, twenty-five pieces of linen, one hundred fifty knives, fifty pairs of 
scissors, forty caps and ten ells of Gujarat cloth (Pigafetta 1994, 118).  
10 It appears that local religious practice placed emphasis on such death rites. As in other areas of this age, it 
is likely that the local elite, including Humabon, derived a degree of legitimacy by the elaborate 
performance of these rites. Pigafetta’s report stressed the conversion of a number of non-Muslim elite to 
Christianity.  In Cebu, for instance, Humabon and some eight hundred of his followers are said to have 
converted (Pigafetta 1994, 82).  Pigafetta noted that such conversions took place after the local populations 
had witnessed the impressive Christian rituals performed by Magellan’s crew.  Perhaps the elite decided 
that the new rituals were another kind of magical ceremony that could further substantiate their legitimacy, 
similar to the motives of many rulers who were converting to Islam (see Reid, ed. 1993, 151-179 on the 
contemporary religious conversions). However, it could also be supposed that Humabon and his elite saw 
conversion as laying the foundation for continuing commercial and political exchanges with the Spanish, 
for example in the hope of gaining Spanish military support against local rivals.   
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Spanish explorers included three Ming Buddha images made of greyish white jades; variously sized brass 
gongs said to have been manufactured in China (these were played by local musicians to entertain 
Magellan's crew and were also used in religious ceremonies); and cotton and silk clothing, imported from 
China, that was worn by Cebu elite. Pigafetta also recorded the arrival of a Muslim merchant from Thailand 
who landed with a cargo of gold and slaves for trade.11   Pigefetta makes special note that this sojourning 
merchant was "more intelligent than the others" (Ibid., 76), perhaps because he was literate, or because he 
was so well versed in the diverse etiquette of the international trade routes, in contrast to the locals who 
were not.     

Cebu's regular trade connection to Ayutthya ("Siam") is demonstrated by the presence of the Thai 
porcelain that accounts for roughly one-third of the ceramics recovered at Cebu (Hutterer, 1973). This is 
consistent with the patterns of the ceramic trade in Southeast Asia from roughly 1430 to 1580, when the 
Ming restriction on the export of Chinese Blue and White porcelains provided a market opportunity for 
Thai and Vietnamese manufacturers.  There are few corresponding examples of native pottery, and that 
which has been found is of poor quality compared to that of the earlier levels of habitation.  It would seem, 
then, that Cebu’s local pottery production largely ceased as imported ceramics became more available 
(Ibid., 43). 

As for Cebu's exports, they included gold, slaves, and food supplies. It is likely that Cebu's gold came 
from other parts of the Sulu Sea region, or from farther away, since Cebu itself was not known to have 
produced gold; by this time, gold was a standard medium of international exchange (as also copper cash), 
which could account for its availability at Cebu. Pigs were raised locally, and Pigafetta’s list of the 
indigenous products normally exchanged at Cebu's port also included rice, millet, sugar cane, palm wine, 
and various fruits that grew in Cebu's hinterland. Cinnamon, ginger, and silk articles, all reportedly from 
the Malukus, were also marketed at Cebu, although it is not clear whether they were brought by Cebuanos 
or others.12 

Personal adornments obtained through international trade were used to mark status. For example, while 
Humabon's retainers were clothed only in a short piece of palm tree cloth, Humabon wore an embroidered 
scarf on his head, a necklace of great value, and two large gold earrings inlaid with precious gems. His wife 
dressed in a black and white cotton cloth, covered her shoulders with a large silk scarf crossed with gold 
stripes, and "wore a large hat of palm leaves in the manner of a parasol, with a crown about it of the same 
leaves, like the tiara of the Pope" (Pigafetta 1994, 82).  Humabon also promised Magellan two large gold 
earrings, two armlets, two anklets, and gems to wear in his ears, as appropriate to someone of Magellan's 
rank. 
 Cebu's foreign trade thus brought Humabon status and wealth. It seems from Pigafetta's 
commentary that Humabon was at the apex of a sequence of datu relationships, that is, personal alliances 
among chiefs who led barangay upstream-downstream networks and were therefore responsible for the 
flow of local agricultural goods to Humabon's port for the entrepot trade. Pigafetta specifically mentions 
two barangay settlements along the Cebu coast, Mandaui and Lalutan (Liloan), which were subordinate to 
Humabon.  The impression of early Spanish visitors to the area was that such alliances were subject to flux, 
and that populations often moved from place to place according to the current hierarchy of a region.  For 
example, in the early sixteenth century Humabon was competing with a rival chief, named Lapulapu, who 
ruled the Maton and Bulaia barangay on the neighbouring island of Mactan, and who commanded a force 
of 1,500 fighting men.  Whichever of these two chiefs controlled the strait separating the two islands would 
dominate regional commerce and the wealth associated with the international trade. It is for this reason that 

                                                
11 Pigafetta 1994, 75.  It was this merchant who advised Humabon to treat the Spanish visitors with care.  
The sojourning merchant intervened on the Spaniards' behalf while he was making the tribute payment 
Humabon demanded of the international merchants who traded in his port.    
12 Cebuanos likely visited many islands to plunder and trade, voyaging in canoes.  However, it is not known 
how far they went.  See Junker 1999 and L. Andaya in Reid, ed., 1993.  Pigafetta is not the only sixteenth-
century Spaniard reporting Cebu as a center of commerce. Father Urdaneta (1525-1526) notes: "North of 
Benenao (Mindanao) is Cebu, and according to the natives it also contains gold, for which Chinese come to 
trade each year." Alvaro de Saavedra (1527 - 1528) writes that "there are many fine hogs in the island 
(Cebu), and it has gold. They say that people from China come hither, and that they trade among these 
islands."  See Blair and Robertson 1903-1909, 2, 35, 42. 
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Humabon enlisted the support of Magellan's crew in hopes of establishing his supremacy over Lapulapu's 
alliance network, and the ensuing battle resulted in Magellan’s death.13 

The Cebu alliance network ruled by Humabon is best thought of as a developing polity that, though 
participating in the external commercial networks, was incapable of linking the riverine systems of the Sulu 
Sea maritime realm into a continuous political entity focused on a single port or its elite, nor was their 
sufficient local evidence that Humabon's port-polity was an acknowledged secondary center linked to 
neighboring Brunei, which at that time was the regional heir to Melaka as a paramount center following 
Melaka's 1511 fall to the Portuguese.14   

Humabon's authority was confined to the developing population center of Cebu; beyond that center his 
commercial and political dominance depended on his ability to undertake direct military intervention to 
subjugate the chiefs (datu) of other developing and potentially rival centers on the Cebu coast and on 
neighboring islands. Even in his own realm Humabon's authority was based on fragile personal alliance 
networks with subordinate datu who ruled other coastal barangay and their upstream interiors. There was 
certainly a degree of integration between the coast and its hinterland, demonstrated by the broad upstream 
distribution of Chinese and Thai ceramics dating to this era. Pigafetta's account of the Magellan 
expedition's visit implies that loyalties to Humabon were based upon the chief’s personal strength, itself a 
product of the wealth he had achieved in his role as the principal facilitator of trade.   

Humabon made great displays of his trade-derived wealth in his use of Chinese ceramics, in his 
wearing of foreign clothing and jewelry, and in his association with visiting foreigners, including Chinese, 
Thai, and Europeans. The Spanish were amazed by the extent of Humabon's understanding of international 
trade as well as by his expectations of traders who participated in his marketplace. Yet such awareness is 
not surprising, since Humabon's personal administration of Cebu's entrepot trade was the source of his 
political power. Humabon mediated and monopolized the outward flow of locally produced foods as well 
as those spices acquired in the Molukus that found their way into Cebu's marketplace. He also dominated 
the internal redistribution of foreign goods - for instance the Chinese and Thai ceramics, Indian cloth, and 
Chinese and European metals - from his port to those dwelling in his subordinate upstream, whose 
production of local foodstuffs made possible the flow of Maluku spices to his port. While Humabon's direct 
authority would appear to have been confined to the coast, he was able to exercise his hegemony over the 
Cebu upstream via the strategic position of his court center relative to the indigenous and external networks 
of exchange.  It is the movement beyond such a localized system based on personal alliance to a more 
structured and less personal state system involving a more direct integration of the upstream hinterlands 
and coastal populations, especially a more formal subordination of the hinterland to the coastal populations, 
and formalized linkage to other regional ports of trade, which is characteristic of the emerging "states" in 
maritime Southeast Asia in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 
 
 
The Upstream-Downstream and Java Sea Networking of the Banjarmasin Intermediary Port-Polity 
 

As was the case elsewhere in the region, the dominant early southeast Borneo coast port-polity 
periodically transitioned among a series of river mouth sites.  During the mid-sixteenth century the new 
Banjarmasin Islamic court at the downstream intersection of the Barito and Martapura river systems 
succeeded two previous Hindu-Buddhist courts that had been located further upstream on the Barito River.  
The local record of the shifting port-polity is contained in the oldest and most complete remaining 
chronicle text from the eastern Indonesian archipelago, the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Hikayat 
Banjar.  This local accounting contrasts to the historical observations of outsiders cited above relative to 
the early Brunei and Cebu secondary centers. The Banjar chronicle is unique; it consists of two surviving 
and overlapping textual traditions.  The earliest written text incorporates previous oral tradition, and is the 
                                                
13 Filipino historians have looked upon these events as marking the first act of European aggression in the 
Philippines, and Lapulapu is honored as the first Filipino to have repulsed this aggression; Spanish 
historians, on the other hand, long viewed the events as representing the first attempt to bring civilization to 
the Filipino population, stressing Magellan’s conversion of some eight hundred Cebuanos in the name of 
God and to the glory of Spain (Steinberg 1971, xi). Whatever the case, by the late sixteenth century Cebu 
had become eminent without the help of the Spaniards, as Spanish records fail to recognize a sizeable 
Mactan community (Fenner, 1976).   
14 L. Andaya 1993, for a similar depiction of the neighboring Maluku region. 
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product of a sixteenth-century Hindu court that had limited contact with the international trade (Cense 
1928); the second is a seventeenth-century retrospective that reports the new Banjarmasin port-polity’s 
transition into a major secondary emporia (Ras 1968).  

Surviving oral tradition asserts that the founder of the Barito river system's first court (kraton), 
Nagara-Dipa, was a merchant who initially came from India (a Keling), but was previously a Java-based 
sojourner who settled in the local river system during the late thirteenth century (Ras 1968: 181-182).  The 
sixteenth-century chronicle text confirms this local intervention by a Java-based outsider, but personifies 
the founding sojourner from Java as the semi-divine son (male) of the mythical ruler of the world (based on 
a sacred volcanic mountaintop in the Javanese tradition), sent by his divine father to marry a Borneo 
foam/naga (a guardian animistic spirit) princess (female), associated with the sea, and thus initiated the 
mystical connection (sea and land; female and male) between the Borneo coastal port-polity and the 
regionally powerful Majapahit court.  The seventeenth-century Islamic court’s retrospective text stresses 
local initiative (female/maternal) over external intervention (male/paternal):  the Heavenly Father in the 
Islamic tradition instructed the semi-divine Borneo foam princess to send an embassy to Java's Majapahit 
court, to secure a Javanese prince as her suitable mate, and thus to initiate Banjar's royal bloodline.   

In the mid-fourteenth century, according to the sixteenth-century chronicle account, a usurper of 
uncertain descent overpowered the previous Nagara-Dipa court with Majapahit's support, to restore the 
Javanese Hindu-Buddhist cultural tradition and influence that the initial court had betrayed by patronizing a 
local synthesis of traditional animism, Buddhism, and Shi'a Islam.  After establishing his new Nagara-Daha 
court, he voyaged to the Majapahit realm to receive its recognition of his authority, and no doubt to 
reaffirm his port-polity’s networking with Java’s ports-of-trade.  The seventeenth-century Muslim court’s 
retrospective enhances the Java connections of the second Hindu-Buddhist court, asserting that it was 
founded by a Borneo prince who had been raised by a wealthy Surabaya merchant, and had returned to his 
Borneo homeland where he reestablish stable local sovereignty.  Similar to the earlier text’s account, after 
the prince secured his new polity, he sent envoys to the Majapahit court, where Majapahit's chief minister 
acknowledged his realm's rightful place as the Majapahit court's subordinate (Ras 1968: 57-68).     

Chinese sources report that the Nagara-Dipa thirteenth-century court [Bien-nu-hsin]  had limited 
appeal to international traders; it was primarily a secondary stopover where sojourning merchants traveling 
to the Spice Islands might secure local rice and sago they could exchange for eastern archipelago spices.  In 
return Java- and China-based merchants supplied the Borneo court elite with Chinese and Indian luxuries 
(Groeneveldt 1960: 107).  By the fifteenth-century, the second court's port had become a secondary 
intermediate marketplace servicing Java- and Makassar-based sojourners, and was especially known as a 
marketplace for the acquisition of slaves (Cense 1928: 92).    The nature of the port-polity changed 
significantly following the fall of Melaka to the Portuguese in 1511, as the Portuguese restricted access to 
north coast Sumatra's pepper.  Numbers of Melaka Straits-based Muslim traders of Chinese ethnicity 
relocated to the Nagara-Daha port-polity, which became the base for their networking with the local 
upstream as well as with the Spice Islands to its east.  They and Java-based sojourning traders also of 
Chinese ethnicity encouraged local pepper production, and even began to organize and run local pepper 
plantations in cooperation with court elite (known collectively as pengeran).  Around 1550, the new Banjar 
court was the end result of this transition; it came into being with the support of Demak, the then Java coast 
preeminent port.  The new Banjarmasin court, ruled by a largely Malay-ethnic elite supported by Muslim 
sojourners of mixed Chinese and Javanese ethnicity, consolidated its control over the export and import 
trade of the Negara-Barito river system.  The result was similar to the administered tributary trade 
described in Pigafetta's accounts of Brunei and Cebu.  The king and his pengeran court elite had the 
exclusive right to negotiate the terms by which foreign merchants were allowed to conduct trade with 
Banjarmasin and its upriver hinterland.  

Banjarmasin’s new court was a byproduct of the heightened sixteenth-century international trade 
that had destabilized the previous polity.  The local Hindu-Buddhist courts had depended on informal 
upstream-downstream alliances, by which the upstream populations (a mixture of Dyaks and other 
indigenous tribal ethnicities) supplied a trickle of forest products that provisioned the downstream's 
international exchanges and abstained from periodically raiding the settled downstream port-polity.  In 
return the ethnically Malay downstream pengeran elite reciprocated by supplying distinctive imported 
textiles and other foreign curiosities in sufficient quantity to sustain this and other gifting networks upon 
which the earlier system of sovereignty was based.  Upstream-downstream and court-hinterland 
relationships depended on the port-elite convincing the upstream/hinterland that there were cultural as well 
as material benefits to be gained by networking with the downstream court.   
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 The local court's link with Majapahit Java was vital to its legitmacy.  In early archipelago tradition 
"remembered" ties to historical figures were particularly important sources of status and power distinctions 
(Wee 1988).  Early archipelago society defined itself less by shared language, custom, or birth, than by a 
collective perception of a common historical experience.  This traditional order was less based on purity of 
religious performance, language used, or social manners, but on the conception of "indigeny" that allowed 
secondary communities to claim superior status because of historical contacts with a person or primary 
center of perceived power – as in Melaka’s tie to Samudra-Pasai in northern Sumatra, Southeast Asia's first 
Islamic polity, and in Banjarmasin’s connection to Majapahit Java -- rather than an actual institutional 
incorporation.  Real political or economic subordination was not important; rather, an attachment was 
confirmed by ancestral ties demonstrated by marital exchanges, titles bestowed, and treasured historical 
artifacts received from those of perceived power.  Herein ancestors were important not in themselves but 
because of the status distinctions they initiated; those empowered could demonstrate an ancestor's 
proximity to those of power in the "historical" past.  "Actual" history was not as important as was 
"remembered" history that reinforced socially accepted principles and those who claimed themselves 
worthy of status in the present (Milner 1982).     
 Royal genealogy was a prerequisite for legitimacy.  The authors of the Hikayat Banjar chronicle 
spared no poetic license to provide their monarch patrons with the appropriate genealogical links to past 
kings or sultans.  As in the episode cited above, the motif of a prince who left the kingdom by accident 
when he was young, and returned when mature to legitimately assume the throne was used as one means of 
explaining what would seem to have been an absence of royal blood.   

In Banjarmasin as in other maritime Southeast Asian polities, if the court was attacked it was not 
defended to the death.  The ruler and/or his ancestors withdrew with honor, to reestablish rightful rule 
elsewhere.  Defense of the monarch or the royal bloodline rather than the place of rule was more important, 
for it was the sovereign (daulat), a magically endowed person, who could release power on his faithful 
followers and thus bring them peace and prosperity.  The sovereign (daulat) was the common 
representative of the community.  There were times when the subject population would have disassociated 
themselves from a particular ruler, but not from the institution of sovereignty itself.   

The Hikayat Banjar's seventeenth-century narrative places the conversion of Banjarmasin to Islam 
around 1550, and explains acceptance of Islam as the price Banjarmasin agreed to pay for military 
assistance from Demak in establishing the new court.  There followed neither the request for, nor the influx 
of Islamic scholars or administrators from Java. There was no royal patronage of mystical teachers; there 
were no miraculous conversions of Banjar's rulers; and although specialists in Islamic law were consulted 
in certain legal cases, their advice could be superceded by Banjar's ruler.  The seventeenth-century 
Hikayat's authors focused on the formality of the state and its new institutions that were then conceived as 
necessary to insure Banjarmasin’s future rather than highlighting the magical qualities of its rulers, as had 
been the focal theme in the earlier chronicle text.  The seventeenth-century text redirected the earlier 
chronicle text’s concern for the ruler’s ritual intervention, in asserting his secular responsibility to maintain 
the traditional cultural practices that had been inspired by Majapahit Java.  The following Hikayat Banjar 
passage addresses the rightful concerns of the new Banjarmasin polity:    
 

. . . [the new state was successful because of the] excellent way it was organized, and that was 
because it was conducted in conformity with the arrangements and procedure followed by the king 
of Majapahit and in agreement with the Javanese usage.  In the way they dressed, too, people 
followed the Javanese fashion.  Everyone in the land . . . had given up dressing in the old style.  
Young and old, male and female alike, dressed in the Javanese way.  The king . . . once said, when 
all the dignitaries with their subordinates were sitting before him . . . , "let none of you dress like 
the Malays or the Hollanders or the Chinese or the Siamese or the Acehnese or the Makassarese or 
the Buginese.  Do not imitate any of them.  You should not even follow the old customs of dress . . 
. we have . . . set up a country of our own following the ways and manners of Majapahit.  
Therefore we should all dress like the Javanese.  According to the stories of olden times handed 
down by the elders, whenever the inhabitants of a country imitated the clothing of people from 
elsewhere, misery inevitably fell upon the country that had turned to foreign ways of dressing. . . .  
The king's instructions are not carried out because the common people do exactly as they 
themselves like . . . .   Let not our country plant pepper as an export-crop, for the sake of making 
money, like Palembang and Jambi.  Whenever a country cultivates pepper all food-stuffs will 
become expensive . . . [and this will] cause malice all over the country and even the government 
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will fall into disorder.  The rural people will become pretentious towards the townsfolk if pepper is 
grown for commercial purposes, for the sake of money . . . .  During the reign of the founder of 
our country many foreigners settled down in the land . . . but the people . . . did not imitate their 
clothing.  For the people . . . it became the tradition to dress in the manner of Majapahit and to 
follow the Javanese fashion (Ras 1968, 264-265). 

     
 The chronicle acknowledged Banjarmasin's relationship as a self-perceived secondary urban 
center to Java.  The "Javanese" ideal was the legendary fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Majapahit court, 
where sanctioned status-based distinctions induced security and prosperity (Hall 2000).   But the Banjar 
chronicler's emphasis on dressing Javanese went beyond this symbolic tie to the past, by acknowledging the 
importance of practical adherence to the Javanese cloth tradition rather than that of India and China.     
 In this era Banjarmasin and other participants in the eastern Indonesian archipelago trading 
network were linked to various north Java ports-of-trade, which provided ample access to regional textiles; 
chief among these were Java's batiks.  Resident and sojourning Chinese and Javanese Muslim trade 
communities based in Banjarmasin opened trade contacts with Thailand, Cambodia, and southern Vietnam 
to the west and the Melukus to the east (Hall 1995).  Bugis and Makaserrese based in the eastern 
archipelago had become competitors to these multi-ethnic Muslim traders based in Java's ports.  The 
seventeenth-century Hikayat Banjar characterizes Banjarmasin's marketplace as being populated by an 
assortment of residential and sojourning Bugis and Makaserrese, as well as Chinese, Malays, and Javanese, 
among others.  Sojourning merchants who arrived from Melaka, Brunei, Siam, and Aceh (in north 
Sumatra), who collectively followed the Malay code of dress, supplied more expensive Indian cotton 
textiles, in contrast to those who came from Java and its linked ports-of-trade who traded a variety of 
regional textiles, among which "Javanese batiks" (which were also woven in Bali and other eastern 
archipelago locales) chief among these (Hall 1996).   

In the above citation, the Hikayat author warned against behaving like the Bugis, the Makaserrese, 
and the other market-based communities of sojourning merchants, as also the "Malays," who in this 
instance would have been linked to Melaka, Johor, or Brunei rather than the local ethnically Malay 
pengeran elite.  These foreign Malays were likely to have dressed in cotton and silk sarongs instead of the 
Javanese cotton wrap-around that Banjar's court preferred.   The chronicler's repeated use of cloth 
references to reinforce his points reflected the universal importance of cloth as a standard of exchange in 
maritime Southeast Asia during this era, and how differing cloth traditions were important qualifiers in 
making distinctions among these communities.  Citations of Palembang and Jambi were well-known 
examples of societal chaos that resulted when previously stable ports-of-trade became overly vulnerable to 
the international marketplace (B. Andaya 1989, 1993).  But to return to the "old manners of dress" (i.e., to 
the wearing of bark cloth) and to withdraw from the international marketplace was equally undesirable.  
The local standard of dressing in the Javanese manner and thereby accepting "cultured" Javanese standards 
of orderly conduct provided a necessary symbolic means by which otherwise autonomous upstream 
tribesmen (as in the case study of Cebu cited above) might be drawn into a more centralized Java-like 
polity.15   
 In both Hikayat texts the symbolic marriage of a Borneo princess to a Majapahit prince not only 
initiated the Nagara-Dipa kraton's dynastic line, but also forged a lasting bond between the southern 
Borneo coast emporium and Java.  The transitions from the first to the succeeding kratons of Nagara-Daha 
and Banjarmasin demonstrated the continuity of certain mystical/magical elements associated with the 
Borneo royal family that it had acquired from the divinely-ordained Javanese royal bloodline.  Continuing 
ties to Java, symbolized by the retention of Javanese-style administration, dress, and repeated diplomatic 
exchanges with Java polities, validated local authority, by reinforcing Banjarmasin’s monarchs' claimed 
bloodline superiority over his subjects, as also substantiating Banjarmasin’s rightful membership in the 
                                                
15 The value of Javanese textiles as the source of ideational linkage is substantiated by scholars of textile 
design, who argue that the heightened consumption of Java's batik was especially important as a source of 
integrating upstream and downstream in the eastern archipelago, in that batik designs represented a 
resurgence of animistic traditions.  In wearing Javanese batik the lower body was wrapped in layers of 
cloth that contained powerful symbolic images, as opposed to the designs of Indian textiles that had little 
local meaning.  As such, Java cloth was not unlike local cloth in that it could bestow power, in contrast to 
other imported cloth that was less likely to be spiritually possessed (Hall 1996).     
 



 15 

post-Majapahit community that was dominated by Java’s north coast ports such as Demak, which also 
claimed its roots in the legendary Majapahit polity as partial justification for its superior stature over other 
linked north Java coast port-polities.16   
 
Heterarchy, Cosmopolis, and Diasporic Communities 
 
 The case studies cited above are representative of the expansive urban networking common to the 
maritime Southeast Asia region in the 1400-1600 era, when the region was a vital source of products that 
were heavily in demand by international traders.   While Melaka was the focal regional emporia in the 
fifteenth century, after its port fell to the Portuguese in 1511 its functional primacy diffused to its 
previously networked secondary centers, which absorbed numbers of its past resident traders.  This paper 
has highlighted the consequences in the Java Sea and eastern South China Sea regions, where Demak and 
its networked north coast Java ports-of-trade became the focal centers linked to secondary trading partners 
in the eastern Indonesian archipelago, as in the case of Banjarmasin, and Brunei on Borneo’s northwest 
coast assumed a similar primary role relative to its networked secondary port-polities such as Cebu in the 
Sulu Sea region. 
 Consistent with both the heterarchy and cosmopolis models introduced at the beginning of this 
paper, the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century port-polity networks may be thought of as extended communities 
that commonly accepted subordination to a primary port-of-trade.  The primacy of the focal port in the 
network was in part due to its strategic location relative to the international trade route.  North coast Java 
was at the intersection of the Java Sea connection to the eastern Indonesian archipelago Spice Islands and 
the main East-West maritime route that connected India and China.  Java was also the critical source of rice 
and batik, which were the staple commodities in that era's exchanges for eastern Indonesian archipelago 
spices.   

Brunei was likewise at a strategic point relative to the international trade route, where the 
international sojourners traveling between the Melaka Straits and Java Sea region could make stopovers on 
their way to and from China’s marketplaces.  Brunei was also the collection center for Borneo’s camphor 
and other noted jungle and sea products that were much in demand in the China marketplace (Nichol 1979).  
It was as well the recipient of a variety of products (including spices from the eastern Indonesian 
archipelago) that arrived from the Sulu Sea region and beyond.     

Both the Java and Brunei networks were extremely fragile.  Demak’s hegemony over its 
networked Java Sea port-polities was short lived, ending when the new central Java-based Mataram state 
came into existence in the second half of the sixteenth century.  Similarly Brunei’s leadership over its 
networked ports-of-trade ended when the Spanish took control of its port in 1578.  Although the Spanish 
remained there for only a short time, it was long enough for Brunei’s former secondary ports in the Sulu 
Sea region to link with a new Sulu Sea based sultanate (L. Andaya 1993; Ellen 2003).  
 In common with both the heterarchy and cosmopolis models, none of the described fifteenth- and 
sixteenth-century maritime Southeast Asia port-polity networks developed into elaborate institutionalized 
"states.”   In each case, the focal primary center held its prominence because it was a major international 
trade emporium that linked a number of secondary port-polities across some substantial maritime space.  
Demak’s sixteenth-century military leadership among its networked Java coast ports-of-trade reinforced its 
previous stature as the acknowledged sacred center of Javanese Islam.  Demak led its port-polity network to 
victory over the remnants of the Majapahit state in 1527, and, according to the Hikayat Banjar, later sent its 
forces to assist in the establishment of the new Banjarmasin sultanate in the 1550s.  The Hikayat Banjar 
asserts that Demak's intervention was not for its economic self- interests, but to restore orderly Javanese 
culture in the new sultanate.  Demak was, in the mind of the Hikayat's authors, the regional center of Islam, 
                                                
16 Demak’s origin myth focuses on the personal history of Raden Patah, known as “the visitor,” a member 
of Southeast Asia's multi-ethnic maritime diaspora who was born at Palembang in Sumatra to a Chinese 
woman with bloodlines that bound him to the Majapahit royal lineage.  Raden Patah was thus not only 
descended from the Majapahit court, but also from the Chinese Muslim sojourning communities who were 
based in the Sunda Straits and north coast Java region's ports.  Raden Patah temporarily settled in the north 
Java coast port of Gresik, which was largely populated by Chinese merchants, and then moved to Demak in 
the first quarter of the fifteenth century.  He became immeasurably wealthy, and as acknowledgement of 
his commercial and personal prowess, and because he had royal blood, the Majapahit monarch appointed 
him Demak’s governor in the second half of the fifteenth century.  See Reid 1999, 56-84. 
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the legitimate successor to Majapahit Java's royal authority, and its predecessor's heir as the rightful 
guardian of Java's longstanding cultural traditions.   Thus in the Hikayat Banjar's account, only Demak's 
sultan could confirm the cultural if not mystical connection between Banjarmasin and Java.17     

The Hikayat Banjar and Pigafetta's accounts of Brunei and Cebu suggest that a greater degree of 
economic, political, and cultural hierarchy was operative in sixteenth-century maritime Southeast Asia than 
Wolters allows in his definition of a networked heterarchy.  But the evidence cited does not lend itself to 
confirming the alternative:  that there was sufficient economic and political leadership exercised by Demak 
or Brunei over their secondary port-polities to conclude that the networked cosmopolis model applies 
instead.  What can be said is that the sixteenth-century port-polity networks fell short of fully 
institutionalizing their extended relationships, with the consequence that network leadership was constantly 
vulnerable to internal or external challenges that resulted in the shift of the paramount center to a new 
location, whether as the result of a rival port-polity usurping power or as one in a series of periodic 
transfers of royal authority to a new court/port site because of a variety of internal and external causes. 

A key ingredient that is overlooked in both the heterarchy and cosmopolis models is the vital role 
that maritime diaspora assumed in the creation of the networked communities.  Herein the integrity of the 
early maritime Southeast Asia port-polity networks may be less the product of the political, economic, or 
cultural initiatives of local elite, and more due to their successful networking with the sojourning merchants 
who traded in their ports (Hall, ed., 2006).  As noted in the cited Melaka evidence, maritime sojourners of 
this era held networked loyalties to their families and/or to personal contacts rather than to any sense of a 
shared corporate community based in any single port-polity or network.  The Hikayat Banjar identified 
foreign merchants as the ultimate challenge to local stability as symbolized by their foreign style of dress, 
which the authors of the Hikayat perceived as evidence of their threatening cultural practices and self-
interest as these might destabilize the existing social order.  Against this pessimistic view, and without 
promoting local withdrawal from the international trade, the Hikayat authors assert that local participation 
in the international trade might be locally productive only if the transactions of the marketplace were 
properly managed by those with continuing residential commitment to local society.  Those who had only 
external loyalties, as symbolized by their foreign dress, should not gain control.  Herein the Hikayat is not 
concerned with racial identities, but with cultural standards and a visible expression of community 
membership.  The seventeenth-century Hikayat text emphasizes that as long as local residents abide by the 
behavior appropriate to Javanese culture, whatever one’s ethnicity, then surely a just moral order would 
prevail. 

Rather than focus on the structure and function of political institutions that might define early 
urbanism in maritime Southeast Asia, the alternative proposed here is that focus on networked maritime 
diasporas might lead to a better understanding of the early patterns of urbanism in maritime Southeast Asia.  
Southeast Asia's maritime diasporas were the product of movements of commercial commodities, 
confrontations between alien cultures, formations of plural societies, dual loyalties, and multiple 
affiliations, and demonstration of early globalization.  Well-documented fifteenth- and sixteenth-century 
Indian Ocean maritime diasporas are identified by their spatiality, distances traveled, itineraries, 
temporality, fixity, rootedness, and sedentary qualities.   

Today's multidisciplinary studies of diasporas commonly accentuate the process of a population's 
dispersion in space, place, and time.  Therein, "place" is an anchor point, a settlement spot where a number 
of people have gathered "temporarily" or "permanently" -- with the implication that "permanently" is really 
temporary, and subject to better opportunities elsewhere, or an ultimate return to the ethnic homeland.  Like 
the application of the heterarchy and cosmpolis models, diasporic studies address original cores 
("homelands") and "secondary cores," where a number of migrants stay, but are likely candidates for 
subsequent dispersal and re-migration. Thus this study has been place centered, depicting network-based 
spaces with porous boundaries that are changeable in association with intra-diasporic contexts and events.  
                                                
17 In the seventeenth-century Hikayat account, as noted, the Demak sultan was said to have directly 
intervened to assist in the establishment of the new Banjarmasin sultanate.  Local appreciation for the 
memory of Majapahit was no doubt a factor in the seventeenth-century text since there had recently been an 
influx of Javanese emigrants to Banjarmasin when the commercial centers of Java’s north coast fell to the 
expansion of the revivalist hinterland-based Mataram polity, especially after Mataram’s victory over the 
Surabaya port-polity in 1625.  These migrations of largely Muslim commercial specialists to Banjar further 
enhanced the noted economic and political transitions that were coincident with the new Banjarmasin 
sultanate in the mid-sixteenth century (Hall 1995).   
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The evolving diasporas active in Southeast Asia populated conceptual activity spaces in which individuals, 
families, and varieties of political and socioeconomic networks derived from places of origin as well as 
destinations (Hall 2006).   

This study has addressed the importance of those of mixed Chinese ethnicity, most of whom had 
converted to Islam, who by the fifteenth century were committing to a Southeast Asian residence (e.g., Java 
and Borneo), as demonstrated by some form of local allegiance, whether by permanent settlement, taking 
local names, intermarriage with locals and the engendering of mixed-blood families, religious conversions, 
and/or long-term integration and incorporation into an indigenous society.  Most early Chinese in Southeast 
Asia were maritime sojourners, inclusive of pirate bands, who may or may not have had a single permanent 
base of operation/residency, but spent most of their time traveling from place-to-place according to the 
seasonality of the Asian monsoons.  Such a sojourner or sojourning community might live in one place for 
a period of time, as for example waiting for the change in the monsoon winds, and thus have a network of 
residencies and loyalties (wives, families) among several “homes,” as for example in Champa, Melaka, 
north Java, or Borneo.  These sojourners regularly networked with their extended family members in the 
major regional ports-of-trade, as in the above example of the Pu family that was based in Quanzhou, but 
networked throughout the Indonesian archipelago, in Vietnam, Champa, and Brunei. Indeed, historians 
assert that from the fifteenth century China-based sojourners rarely went to the eastern Indonesian 
archipelago themselves, but instead depended on Chinese who had settled on the Borneo coast to act as 
their intermediaries (Ptak 1998). 

In light of the cited new archeological evidence and inquiry, scholars debate how and when the 
concept of assimilation by those of non-Southeast Asian bloodlines applies to those living in these and 
similar communities.  Revisionists challenge the prior commonplace assumption that diaspora members 
maintained some degree of loyalty to their homeland, ethnicity, family roots, etc., rather than being fully 
integrated into their new place of residence, and that overseas Chinese in particular might temporarily settle 
regionally, but inclusively desired to repatriate to China if the opportunity afforded itself.  On the contrary, 
the evidence of regional networking in 1400-1600 maritime Southeast Asia cited in this paper suggests that 
overseas Chinese acculturating into Southeast Asian societies, or negotiating relationships with their 
neighboring communities, were the source of subsequently stable pluralistic communities that contributed 
to the Indian Ocean trade boom that was coincident to substantial European presence in the post-1600 era.   
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