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Preface and
acknowledgments

It has taken almost two centuries, but China is once again becoming a
great power—at a time when the United States stands alone as the
actual global hegemon. Some see the rising power of China as a threat,
to regional if not global stability. Others see it as a challenge: how can
Chinese ambitions be accommodated? But threat or challenge, South-
east Asia will be a principal arena for the exercise of growing Chinese
political influence and military power.

Relations between China and Southeast Asia will thus clearly be
crucial in the early years of the twenty-first century. These relations go
back over two millennia, during which they were mostly conducted in
accordance with a tributary system imposed by China and accepted
by Southeast Asian kingdoms. Over this long period, the peoples of
China and Southeast Asia came to understand and accommodate each
other, despite their very different cultural assumptions and expecta-
tions. This is a rich and varied story, which a book of this length can
only tell briefly and schematically.

[ have approached this task with some trepidation, for relations
between China and Southeast Asia have been much studied over the
years, from a variety of perspectives. Moreover, | come to this study not
as a China scholar, but as someone whose research and teaching have
focused on continental Southeast Asia. But then, this is not a book
only about China’s relations with Southeast Asia, but about the
relationship from both sides. It could just as well be titled ‘Southeast
Asia and China’.

As an historian, my approach is historical, not just because I want
to tell a story, but because history continues profoundly to influence
relations between China and Southeast Asia. History is central to the
way both Chinese and Southeast Asians understand the world.

Vil
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Western scholars may take history less seriously (and international
relations analysts are particularly prone to do so), but no-one dis-
regards history in China or Southeast Asia.

The other important dimension of understanding that we must
bring to the study and interpretation of China-Southeast Asian rela-
tions is of their respective worldviews. ‘Worldview’ refers to the
structure of cognition that shapes both habitual behaviour and con-
sidered action in response to confronting situations, for national
leaders as for individuals in their everyday lives. Worldviews are built
up over time through upbringing (the learning of language, values,
etc.), formal education, socialisation and life experience. We all
perceive the world through the prism of our individual yet more or
less shared worldviews.

What I have tried to do in this book is to show how certain ele-
ments of the different ways both Chinese and Southeast Asians viewed
the world not only characterised their relationships until the middle of
the nineteenth century, but have persisted into the present. This is not
to argue that worldview is unchanging. Far from it. All Chinese know
that China no longer stands alone as the superior Middle Kingdom,
even though this is the name they still call their country. And the
peoples and governments of Southeast Asia will hardly accept a return
to an outmoded tributary system.

What [ maintain is that a new pattern of power relations is
emerging, one that harks back in significant ways to earlier times. The
era of Western domination in Asia is drawing to a close. The United
States has withdrawn from mainland Southeast Asia and will not
return, leaving China the opportunity to regain its historic position of
regional dominance. Much will depend on how Beijing chooses to
exercise what will amount to its de facto hegemony; but in arriving at
ways of accommodating a much more powerful China, the countries of
Southeast Asia will not only naturally respond in terms of their own
views of the world, but also reach back into the long history of their

Vil
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relations with the Middle Kingdom. In fact, I would argue that this is
already evident: in the ‘ASEAN way’ of conducting diplomacy, for
instance, and in the steadfast refusal of Southeast Asian nations to
enter into any formal balance-of-power coalition to ‘contain’ China.

As an amateur in the field, I am happy to acknowledge my debt
to all those scholars whose research has revealed the varied dimensions
of China-Southeast Asia relations. A number of these are mentioned
in footnotes and suggestions for further reading, though I have referred
there to very little of the journal literature to which [ am also indebted.
One scholar in particular requires special mention, and that is Wang
Gungwu. To Professor Wang, all who write on China—Southeast Asia
relations are indebted.

[ am most grateful also to the many international relations schol-
ars, political analysts, historians, and diplomats in Beijing, Hanoi,
Bangkok, Viang Chan, Manila, Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and Jakarta
who kindly gave me of their time. The opportunity to visit these cap-
itals was provided by a University of Queensland Foundation Grant.
The International Institute of Asian Studies in Leiden kindly provided
me with a Visiting Fellowship to conduct part of the historical
research. My thanks, finally, to Robert Cribb, who drew the maps, to
Milton Osborne, general editor of this series, and to John Iremonger
and all the production team at Allen & Unwin.
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INTRODUCTION

)

This book sketches in broad outline the history of 2000 years of
contact between the peoples and governments of China and the
peoples and governments of Southeast Asia. This is an ambitious
undertaking that presents some obvious problems. China itself has not
always been unified and Southeast Asia is a wonderfully varied region
that historically has comprised many more independent kingdoms and
principalities than the ten modern states making up the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Moreover frontiers have
shifted over these two thousand years, and once powerful independent
kingdoms in what is now southern China have disappeared.
Historians do not just recount past events, however: they also
interpret them, often by pointing out patterns that impart meaning.
The early twenty-first century provides a convenient vantage point
from which to do this for China—Southeast Asia relations. Euro-
pean powers have withdrawn from Southeast Asia, and after a
period of weakness and humiliation lasting more than a century, the

People’s Republic of China (PRC) has restored much of China’s
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former influence and status. The United States is the only power
outside Asia that still plays a significant role in shaping regional rel-
ations. The reduction of direct foreign interference leaves China and
the countries of Southeast Asia freer than at any time in their modern
histories to construct their own mutually acceptable relationships.

Until the nineteenth century, relations between China and
Southeast Asia were conducted in accordance with what has come to
be known as the ‘tribute system’. This was a world order that was both
sinocentric and orchestrated by China. The weakness of the late Qing
dynasty at the end of the nineteenth century was not unusual in the
context of Chinese history, as it conformed to the pattern of dynastic
rise and decline. The replacement of the Qing dynasty by the Repub-
lic of China could even be viewed as the start of a new ‘dynastic’ cycle.
But the move from empire to republic was in response not just to loss
by the Qing imperial line of their mandate to rule granted by Heaven,
but also to entirely new international pressures that forced China to
accept a radically different world order of contending empires and
nation-states. Even though these pressures for change had been build-
ing for over a century, the transition was a painful one. The collapse
of the Qing ushered in a period of turmoil and war that only ended
with the victory of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 1949, at
a time when the peoples of Southeast Asia were themselves gaining
independence.

Both the PRC and the newly independent countries of Southeast
Asia were born into a world divided by the Cold War. Their mutual
relations were buffeted by the winds of global competition, to which
China in particular reacted with sudden policy shifts. Not until the
leadership of Mao Zedong gave way to that of Deng Xiaoping did some
predictability come to characterise Chinese foreign policy. In the
meantime, the countries of Southeast Asia coped with China in their
different ways. Some, like the Philippines and Thailand, relied on
American protection. Some, like Burma and Cambodia, sought to win
Chinese approval through a policy of strict neutrality. Some, like
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Vietnam and Laos after 1975, turned to the Soviet Union. And some,
like Indonesia after 1965, eschewed all contact with the PRC.

At the same time as the countries of Southeast Asia were
responding so differently to the exigencies of the Cold War, they
increasingly realised the need for concerted regional policies. In 1967
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Thailand formed
the Association of Southeast Asia Nations (ASEAN). Thirty years
later, ASEAN grouped all ten Southeast Asian states. A new and
important multilateral dimension had been introduced into relations
between Southeast Asia and China.

Two events—American defeat in Vietnam and the disintegration
of the Soviet Union—had profound impacts on relations between
China and Southeast Asia. While the former threw into question
American willingness to guarantee the security of mainland Southeast
Asian states, the latter deprived Vietnam of Soviet support. Both
drove countries that had depended on outside powers (Thailand on
the United States; Vietnam on the Soviet Union) to seek accommo-
dation with China.

The impact of both events on China itself was less immediate,
though in the longer term, just as significant. The aftermath of the
Vietnam War exacerbated China’s fear of the Soviet Union, and while
the collapse of the Soviet empire removed that fear, it also severely
undermined the ideological pretensions of Chinese communism. The
CCP regime survived, but only by introducing free market economic
reforms and by drawing increasingly on nationalism to legitimise its
monopoly of power. China’s continuing quest for status as a great
power owes nothing now to Marxism—Leninism, but a great deal to
China’s cultural pride and its reading of its own history.

This brings me to the second purpose of this book, which is to try
to interpret the recent history of China—Southeast Asia relations.
What I shall argue is that as the influence of extra-regional powers has
diminished, and as China’s own political, economic and military
power has grown, so traditional modes of interaction have come
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increasingly to reassert themselves in shaping relations between China
and the countries of Southeast Asia. The multilateral dimension of
ASEAN-China relations stands in the way of this development going
too far, but if it should continue, resulting tensions within ASEAN
will test regional solidarity to the limit. How these tensions are dealt
with will depend on how aggressively China pursues its strategic goals,
how the other two principal interested major powers (the US and
Japan) react, and how the ASEAN states singly and collectively move
to assure their own interests and security.

The present evolving relationship between China and the coun-
tries of Southeast Asia cannot be understood simply in terms familiar
to hard-headed realists among international relations analysts.! It is
not enough to compare political institutions, economic strengths and
weaknesses and military force levels: while these considerations are
obviously important they do not of themselves determine how states
will relate to other states in crisis situations. Other, often emotive,
factors come into play, such as national pride or traditional enmity. A
good example of how such ‘irrational’ factors influence decisions on
interstate relations is provided by the events of 1978-79 that saw mil-
itarily weak Cambodia provoke war with Vietnam, which in turn
risked war with China by invading Cambodia. In both cases, cultural
presuppositions and the histories of relations between Cambodia and
Vietnam and Vietnam and China significantly influenced decisions by
political leaders that risked, and eventually led to war.?

Cultural and historical influences on international relations
decision-making often go unanalysed because their causal impact is
difficult to theorise and define. Yet they remain crucial for an under-
standing of relations between states, for history and cultural
presuppositions influence not just strategic and military considerations
(when and why force was considered a legitimate or necessary option
or response),’ but also how peaceful intercourse with other states
should be conducted (including diplomacy, trade, and the treatment of
foreign nationals).
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The principal way in which cultural factors influence the way
states and nations relate to one another derives from how their
foreign policy elites understand the world. This worldview, which
a foreign policy elite shares for the most part with the broader politi-
cal elite, includes both how the world is constituted (believed to be
in a descriptive sense) and how it should be constituted (in an ideal
and prescriptive sense.) They thus constitute systems of belief that are
centrally informed by religion. Worldview shapes and is shaped by
culture, while its temporal dimension defines how time and history
are understood. Both culture and history contribute significantly to
our sense of identity. How we think about ourselves as belonging to a
community or national group, and how we think about others, using
what metaphors and analogies, drawing upon what prejudices and
stereotypes, are important cultural influences on international rela-
tions. Culture also influences decision-making processes through the
education and socialisation of political elites, the politics of personal
power and ambition, and the functioning of national institutions
(parties, parliaments, ministries of foreign affairs, etc.).

Analysis of such influences on the behaviour of states and
nations towards each other reveals many of the presuppositions under-
lying foreign policy decisions and action. These presuppositions
include values, norms, and expectations with respect to the proper
conduct of international affairs. Together they constitute what I shall
call the international relations culture of a traditional polity or modern
nation-state. Historically international relations cultures have been
much more diverse (take the case of the European powers and China
in the nineteenth century) than they presently are in our globalised
modern world. Even so, differences in international relations cultures
still frequently act as irritants in relations between states. We need to
understand, therefore, how worldviews differ and how differences can
be reconciled. This can only be done by examining the cognitive
assumptions embedded in worldviews, systems of values, and strategic
goals. Where these coincide, the conduct of relations between two
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states will often not require shared commitments to be spelled out;
they will be taken for granted—which may cause some amazement to
those who do not share them. An example would be the willingness
of certain Southeast Asian states (Thailand, Burma) to make use of
‘family’ metaphors in referring to their relations with China, a form
of words that would not come naturally even to fellow members of
ASEAN (Indonesia, the Philippines).

In order to understand the current state of relations between
China and Southeast Asia and where they are leading, we also need to
understand why historically relations took the form they did. Until the
nineteenth century, China, by virtue of its size, its economic and mil-
itary power and the uncompromising nature of its worldview, imposed
what amounted to a hegemonic international order on all aspects of its
relations with other polities. The question is: why did Southeast Asian
kingdoms go along with this? Did they do so for purely pragmatic
reasons in order to promote profitable trade? Were there other reasons
that had to do with security, both internal and external? Or were
Chinese demands not resented because they could be accommodated
within Southeast Asian views of the world, and so were not considered
outrageous in the way they seemed to be to nineteenth century Euro-
pean envoys!

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, China was forced to
come to terms with an entirely different international order, based on
a completely different view of the world and of how relations between
states should be conducted. This was a world of competing empires, in
which the Chinese empire attempted to claim some status, until
humiliated by the West and Japan. Yet the Chinese empire remained
essentially intact. Even after the fall of the Qing dynasty, though it lost
its hegemonic influence in Southeast Asia, China continued to rule
over non-Chinese peoples beyond its core cultural area (Mongols,
Tibetans, Uighurs). This was a difficult transitional period, even after
China became a republic, for the world system of nation-states was
itself evolving. Only after the Second World War, when the countries
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of Southeast Asia regained their independence, did the United
Nations—as a forum of nominally equal sovereign states—come to
embody the contemporary world order. It was in this context, in
which the Peoples’ Republic of China after 1949 was initially a pariah
state excluded from the UN, that relations between the new China
and the newly independent states of Southeast Asia had to be nego-
tiated. The first stages of this process were complicated by the
continued presence of former colonial powers, by the intervention in
the region of the United States, by China’s revolutionary ambitions,
and by the internal politics of Southeast Asian nations. The later
stages are still in the process of being worked out. What their form
will be into the twenty-first century is unclear, though it is possible to
discern certain trends.

What this book will attempt to do, in summary, is to trace the
changing relations between China and Southeast Asia from the points
of view of both sides. How both sides, as regions—China as unified
empire (for most of the time) and Southeast Asia comprising a collec-
tion of kingdoms and states—related to each other evolved over time
and according to circumstances. The international relations cultures
of both China and Southeast Asian polities—comprising cognitive,
cultural, political, diplomatic, economic, and military factors—also
changed over time. Bilateral interaction between China and Southeast
Asian polities came to constitute a set of relationships that I have
called a bilateral relations regime.* In the modern world, a bilateral rela-
tions regime between two states might be given formal expression in a
bilateral treaty, but more often regimes rest simply on some sharing of
principles, norms and expectations, which presuppose a sensitivity by
each party to the other’s interests. In large part the principles under-
lying early bilateral relations regimes between China and Southeast
Asian kingdoms were dictated by China, but they came to be accepted
by Southeast Asian ruling elites as defining expected behaviour on
both sides in matters of diplomacy, security and trade. These bilateral
relations regimes evolved not just out of a coincidence of interests;
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they also necessarily rested on a degree of compatibility of worldviews
and shared historical experience, factors which still impact upon con-
temporary relations between China and the states of Southeast Asia.
To these worldviews and this shared historical experience we shall now

turn.



)
THE CHINESE VIEW
OF THE WORLD

|

/-—.

The birthplace of Chinese civilisation was on the North China Plain,
watered by the Yellow River and its tributaries. It was inland and
inward-looking, far from any other centre of civilisation. It was also a
superior civilisation whose fine pottery, bronze metallurgy and inven-
tion of writing clearly differentiated the early Chinese from
surrounding peoples. From as early as the Shang dynasty (sixteenth to
eleventh century BCE), China’s isolation and its sense of superiority
shaped not only Chinese attitudes towards other peoples, but also their
conception of themselves. From this period date key characteristics of
the Chinese view of the world. Among these were a belief that the
Chinese stood at the centre of the universe, that theirs was the ‘Middle
Kingdom’, surrounded in all four directions by less culturally advanced,
‘barbarian’ peoples.

Belief in a powerful protective deity, Shang Di, probably the
original ancestor of the ruling house, encouraged a sense of commu-
nity. Shang Di was never thought of as creator of the world. Rather,
Shang Di presided over organically connected divine and human
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realms, whose mysterious processes could be discerned through the use
of oracles. Divination and the keeping of records together encouraged
a well-developed sense of precedent, and a belief that one could learn
from the past. Society was hierarchically structured, with political
power exercised by an authoritarian ruling elite, whose lavish lifestyle
and impressive tombs rested on the extraction of surplus production
from toiling peasants.

In overthrowing the last of the Shang kings, the Zhou dynasty
(eleventh to third century BCE) elaborated and reinforced this devel-
oping Chinese worldview. The Zhou came from the western fringes of
the Shang culture area, a people who had been influenced by and
adopted much of Shang civilisation. They brought with them their
own ancestral deity, whom they called tian, meaning Heaven, and
identified with Shang Di. The Zhou kings called themselves Son of
Heaven (tan-zi), thereby claiming both moral power and a divine
mandate to rule (tian-ming). In Zhou cosmology, the Son of Heaven,
representing humankind, stood as the crucial link between Heaven,
the human world and the Earth itself. It was the duty of the Zhou kings
to sustain that linkage on behalf of all humankind through ritual
worship at the temples of Heaven and Earth.

The Shang was a great literate and artistic culture, as demon-
strated not least by its incomparable bronze metallurgy. For centuries
the dynasty had ruled the core Chinese cultural area. By what right,
then, could the Zhou claim the Shang mandate to rule? The Zhou
legitimised their seizure of power by means that were both ethical and
historical. The Zhou painted the last of the Shang kings as not just
weak and ineffective, but as morally corrupt, a man who had lost all
moral right to rule, and so who could no longer fulfil his assigned role
in the Heaven-ordained natural and political order. This established
two important principles: first, that Heaven was a moral force, which
meant that the Son of Heaven presided over what was a moral world
order; and second, that history provided crucial evidence for the
working out of those processes over which Heaven presided.

10



The Chinese view of the world

The acute Chinese consciousness of history had two further rami-
fications. One was that history had a pattern: each dynasty moved
inexorably from the heroic exploits of its founder to the miserable exit
of the last emperor in the dynastic line. The second was that the model
to be emulated by each new dynasty lay in the past. History provided
no record of progress for the Chinese. What it provided was moral
example, established in the ‘golden age’ of the early Zhou kings. His-
torians sat in judgment over the past, and on those judgments rested
future policy—in foreign relations, as in government.

The kingdom over which the early Zhou kings ruled was by
no means a centralised state. Rather, it was feudal in structure, made
up of dozens of principalities whose aristocratic rulers acknowledged
Zhou suzerainty. In 771 BCE, the power of the Zhou kings was
forever destroyed when their capital was overrun by an alliance of
barbarians and rebel vassals. Powerful feudal lords rescued the
dynasty and established a new capital further to the east, but
the Eastern Zhou kings were thereafter mere figureheads. The
Chinese cultural area fragmented politically into a number of
autonomous principalities which, by the fifth century BCE, were in
a state of almost constant conflict with each other. This was the time
of the ‘warring states’. It was also a time of innovation in technology,
in culture, and in philosophy.

The Confucian worldview

The greatest of China’s philosophers, judged by the influence he has
had on Chinese civilisation, was Kung Fu-zi, known to the West as
Confucius, who lived from 551 to 479 BCE. The importance of
Confucius lies in the direction he gave to Chinese thought, to its
rationalism, to its humanism, and to its social and political focus. Con-
fucius had one overriding concern: to restore social order and moral
propriety in an age of growing political anarchy and social chaos. For

11
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a model he naturally looked to the past, to the foundation of the Zhou
dynasty by King Wu, and his faithful and principled brother, the Duke
of Zhou. Confucius believed that social and moral order rested on uni-
versal recognition and acceptance of social and political hierarchy. It
was essential that everyone should know their place in the world,
accept their duties and responsibilities, and recognise their superiors
and inferiors. Moral example should be provided by those at the apex
of the hierarchy, and emulated by their inferiors. Confucius believed
that social anarchy and political immorality happened because the
rulers of states refused to recognise that the powerless Zhou kings still
possessed the mandate of Heaven.

How was this state of affairs to be redressed? As an itinerant
philosopher, with only his tongue to protect him, Confucius was not in
a position to dictate to princes. What Confucius taught as the basis of
good government was ‘the rectification of names’, summed up in a
famous saying: ‘Let the lord be a lord; the subject a subject; the father
a father; the son a son’ (Analects 12.11). Elsewhere he spelled out
what he believed rested on the proper use of language:

If the names are not correct, language is without an
object. When language is without an object, no affair can
be effected. When no affair can be effected, rites and
music wither. When rites and music wither, punishments
and penalties miss their target. When punishments and
penalties miss their target, the people do not know where

they stand. (Analects 13.3)

Both these sayings taught the same thing: people must be what they
say they are, and if they occupy some office they must act accordingly.
Unless language reflected reality, whatever principles and rules were
enunciated would fail to have the desired effect. So punishments and
penalties imposed for contravening those rules would not bring about
social order, and people would become bewildered, and not know what

12
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was expected of them. This opened the way to anarchy and chaos. It
should be added that in the Chinese worldview there was no supreme
deity, no universal lawgiver, and no belief in punishment after death.
[t was thus up to human beings to construct a human order.

An ordered society, Confucius believed and taught, required
three things: the inculcation of moral qualities; a defined social hier-
archy; and the proper example of those who stood at the apex of
society. The moral qualities Confucius prized included first and
foremost ren, sometimes translated as ‘human-heartedness’ or
‘humaneness’, meaning something like philanthropic benevolence
towards others and concern for their well-being. It became recognised
as the essential quality of Chinese humanism. Other qualities included
filial piety (xiao) and the duties that went with it; loyalty (zhong) to a
principled superior; courage (yong) to act and speak out; righteousness
(yi) expressed particularly in commitment to a just order; reciprocity
(shu); and that combination of intellect and integrity (xian) that is the
essential quality a minister must possess in order to advise his lord as
he should. One who embodied and expressed these qualities was a jun-
z, a ‘gentleman’ in the ideal Confucian sense of one whose thought
and action reflected his true moral worth. It was the goal of Confucius
and the school of thought he founded to educate and produce such
men, who would provide the moral core of the Chinese social and
political order.?

Confucius was no democrat. There is never the slightest
notion of social equality in his thinking. For him, the proper and
harmonious ordering of society required the recognition and active
reinforcement of social hierarchy. The jun-zi formed a cultured elite;
but not for a moment should they think of usurping the hereditary
right of rulers to rule. Their duty was to give advice to rulers, not to
become philosopher-kings of the Platonic kind. Such high-principled
men were formed through moral education, which all should under-
take. Candidates were not confined to sons of the aristocracy and
Confucius accepted disciples from all social levels, but the upward

13
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social mobility this provided was designed to reinforce social hierarchy,
not undermine it.

The means by which social order was given overt expression
and reinforced was through li, meaning literally ‘ritual’, but denoting a
much wider range of religious and secular ceremony down to what we
would call social etiquette. The term derived from the formal ritual
performed during the rites of divination, and was subsequently
extended to performance of all collective religious ceremonies. By
further extension, li came to refer to the polite behaviour expected of
individuals in everyday social intercourse. For Confucius there was a
prescribed way to behave towards both superiors and inferiors. Each
such behaviour, graciously performed, reinforced the social order.

The Chinese way of war

Confucius conspicuously failed to achieve what he had hoped to in his
lifetime. The warring states continued to war. From this period dates
an entirely different, but similarly practical, body of writings, not on
government, but on the conduct of war. Six of the texts traditionally
making up the seven military classics of ancient China date from the
time of the warring states. These texts advise rulers on the strategy and
tactics of warfare, with one end in mind—complete victory over the
enemy.’ To this end, all available means are justified, including espi-
onage, sabotage and deception, in order to inflict defeat at the least
cost to one’s own forces. Morality is sacrificed to expediency. Indeed
the writers of these treatises on war stand closer to Machiavelli than
they do to Confucius.

Much has been made of these military classics as embodying a
Chinese way of war which all later Chinese commanders, down to
Mao Zedong, drew upon and applied. They have been extensively
commented upon by both Chinese and Western scholars, who have
pointed out how little reference they make to Confucian morality.*
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Three brief comments can be made in relation to these military texts.
The first is that they reflect the period in which they were written, just
as did Machiavelli’s advice to rulers in sixteenth-century Italy. We
should not expect them to be imbued with Confucian values, for they
were written centuries before these had become accepted as the basis
for government. The second point is that pursuit of victory, forcefully
and decisively, does not actually conflict with the Confucian ideal of
social order once the texts are applied not to civil conflict between
warring Chinese states, but between the Middle Kingdom and threat-
ening barbarian enemies. Preservation of social harmony as endorsed
by Heaven always extended beyond China’s frontiers, a moral mission
that justified the means used to achieve it. The third point, of impor-
tance for Southeast Asia, is that the Chinese way of war was much
more consistently applied along China’s northern and northwestern
borders, against powerful nomadic empires, than it was against neigh-
bouring kingdoms in the south and southwest, where the security
threat was usually much less.

The Confucian ideal was taken up and elaborated more system-
atically by Master Kung’s followers. The most important of these,
Meng-zi (Mencius) and Xun-zi, both lived in the later Eastern Zhou
period in the fourth and third centuries BCE, and both grappled with
the problem of the proper use of force in a civilised society. In so doing
they elaborated an important distinction between bing meaning war in
an aggressive sense, which Confucianists condemned, and zheng refer-
ring to the use of violence in a punitive sense. The latter presupposed
a moral and social order that had regrettably been violated, whether by
rebels or barbarians, and thus needed to be restored. Punitive expedi-
tions were justified, as much in sorrow as in anger, as necessary for the
restoration of the social harmony that reflected Heaven’s way. Their
purpose should never, therefore, be to gain at the expense of others,
neither for conquest nor booty, but rather to re-establish universal
acceptance of the moral authority of the Son of Heaven. Time and
again throughout Chinese history, China’s use of military force has
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been described as ‘punishment’, most recently when China ‘punished’
Vietnam in 1979.

While Confucius’s moral teachings may have fallen on deaf ears
during his lifetime, his belief in social order and hierarchy, and his
glorification of the early Zhou dynasty, when the Chinese cultural area
was unified under Heaven, struck a resonant chord in the hearts and
minds of later rulers and their ministers alike. When China was even-
tually united in a single empire by Qin Zi Huangdi in 221 BCE, however,
it was not by an emperor acting upon the advice of a Confucian-
educated elite. Rather, it was through the ruthless application of an
entirely different philosophy of governance, known as Legalism.

The Legalists were convinced that social order could only be
maintained through a totalitarian system of draconian laws admin-
istered by an impersonal bureaucracy. Human beings, they taught,
responded only to punishments and rewards. It was not necessary for
people to be educated to the need for social order; it was enough that
they obey the decrees of their emperor. Nor did the Legalists believe
that all wisdom lay in the past; situations should be examined on their
own terms, and sensible solutions found.

If Legalism was preferred during the Qin dynasty (221-207 BCE),
the succeeding Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE) incorporated ele-
ments of Legalism into a dominant Confucian framework. Actually,
Legalists and Confucianists had much in common. Both sought social
order, and both affirmed a strict social hierarchy, with the emperor at
its apex. Both also believed that proper conduct (court ritual and
social etiquette) were essential to reinforce this hierarchical social
order. Where they differed was over whether people could be educated
to the need for such conduct, and so act appropriately out of convic-
tion; or whether they had to be forced to do so through fear of
draconian punishment. The end they held in common; it was essen-
tially the means over which they differed. Chinese government
applied both.
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Empire and world order: Qin and Han

The Qin dynasty re-established two things crucial to the Chinese
worldview: the political unity of the Chinese culture area; and the
exalted role of the emperor as the Son of Heaven. The significance of
political unity lay in the concentration of power (de) it made possible.
But the concept of de also carried the ancient sense of ‘virtue’, and so
included a moral dimension. Internally de brought about good govern-
ment; and it was this example, later thinkers agreed, that led barbarian
rulers freely to acknowledge Chinese suzerainty.” The notion of de was
reinforced by the concept of dao. This term has complex meanings, but
as the core concept of the Taoists it denotes the ‘way’ of the natural
world, and so refers to the unitary natural order of things. Once differ-
entiated, dao gives rise to the contending forces of yin and yang, the
universal principles of, respectively, female and male, dark and light,
cold and heat, and so on. Equilibrium between these forces produces
harmony (ho) within both the individual and society.

The synthesis of all the various elements contributing to the
Chinese worldview was achieved during the Han dynasty. The core
belief is that Heaven, humankind and Earth ideally constitute a
single, harmonious, natural order. This order is both balanced,
through the interaction of yin and yang, and moral, in that its ideal
harmony rests on an ethical basis. The central figure in this scheme
of things—the point, as it were, where Heaven and Earth con-
verge—was the emperor.¢ As the Son of Heaven, he was the point of
contact between the macrocosm and the microcosm. By the sacrifices
he performed at the temples of Heaven and Earth, he ensured cosmic
balance and harmony; by his personal behaviour he ensured, or failed
to ensure, Heaven’s blessing. Any moral failure on the part of the
emperor, any failure of de, would provoke Heaven’s displeasure,
made known by signs and portents, in the form of such remarkable
and unseasonable events as the appearance of shooting stars,
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floods, and earthquakes, or by increasing human misery and social
chaos.

The Emperor ruled ‘all under Heaven’ (tian-xia), the entire
human world as cosmically constituted. In a cosmic sense, the Son of
Heaven was a universal ruler; not just his capital, but he himself was
the centre of the world. The realm over which he ruled was the Middle
Kingdom, a term that acknowledged that other kingdoms lay beyond
it in the four directions. The Chinese worldview was sinocentric, but
this did not mean that it ignored the existence of other peoples.
Beyond the core area of Chinese civilisation lived barbarian peoples
(yi-ti), inferior in every way to the Chinese, yet still existing under
Heaven and so part of the great ‘family’ presided over by the Son of
Heaven. Though Chinese superiority was primarily cultural, this easily
slipped into attitudes that were essentially racial. Non-Chinese were
likened to animals and stood well below Chinese in the socio-cultural
hierarchy. Redemption was possible only for those who were culturally
assimilated. Until this happened, non-Chinese were to be treated with
paternal benevolence, as objects of the emperor’s protection.

The place of non-Chinese in this view of the world was arrived
at over the course of time. The Chinese had always been surrounded
by those they termed ‘barbarians’, for their lack of civilisation (wen).
In unifying the empire, Qin pushed back the barbarians in the north
and northwest, and protected the Chinese core cultural area by con-
struction of the Great Wall. It was in the southeast, however, that the
greatest gains were made. There new military/administrative comman-
deries were created, colonised by a motley collection of criminals,
fugitives from military service or forced labour, bonded servants, and
small traders and retailers who stood at the bottom of the social scale.
Continuing internal migration during the Han dynasty eventually
brought all the non-Chinese coastal peoples, known collectively as the
Yue, inhabiting the region from Fujian to Guangdong and south to the
Red River delta (in what is now northern Vietnam) under Chinese
political control and cultural influence.
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The progress and significance of this southern expansion for
relations with Southeast Asia will be examined in the next chapter.
Here, what is important is how Qin and Han conquests reinforced
Chinese thinking about how non-Chinese peoples should be incor-
porated into the Chinese world order. The most powerful of these
non-Chinese peoples, the Xiongnu, precursors to the Huns, inhabited
the steppe lands to the northwest. As their mobility and fighting
prowess made Chinese conquest impossible, appeasement was the only
possible recourse. Rich annual payments of silk, alcohol and foodstuffs
and dispatch of Chinese ‘princesses’ were used to buy off Xiongnu
rulers. A treaty signed in 198 BCE not only established the Great Wall
as the frontier between Han China and the Xiongnu confederacy, but
also formally noted the equivalent status of the two ‘brother’ king-
doms. This was for the benefit of the Xiongnu. For the Chinese,
brothers were never of equal status: one was always the elder, the other
the younger. Even so, such a situation rankled for the Chinese, for it
threatened their own understanding of the world, and the respective
places of Chinese and barbarians in it. Moreover, as the treaty stipu-
lated that the Han would provide a substantial annual ‘gift’ of silk and
other commodities in return for a Xiongnu commitment not to raid
Chinese settlements within the wall, it was a moot point who was
paying tribute to whom.’

Despite the treaty of 198 BCE, therefore, the Chinese never
for a moment accepted the Xiongnu as their equals. The Chinese view
of the world that had evolved by the later Han period (the first two
centuries CE) conceived it in the form of five concentric zones or
regions (wu-fu), whose relations to each other were strictly hierarchi-
cal. At the centre stood the royal domain, the area under the direct
rule of the emperor himself. Beyond lay the zone controlled by the
great feudatory lords of the kingdom, who were loyal to the emperor.
Then came those areas, known as the pacified zone, that were cultur-
ally Chinese, but had had to be conquered in order to be brought into
the empire. These three zones comprised the Middle Kingdom, beyond
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which lay two further barbarian zones—an inner one or controlled
zone for those barbarian tribes who accepted Chinese suzerainty, and
an outer or wild zone for those who did not. The five zones combined
thus constituted ‘all under Heaven’.s

The hierarchical relationship between these zones was defined
by the frequency with which tribute was presented to the emperor. In
the central zone, this was on a daily basis in the form of produce and
services rendered to the court. The lords were required to present their
tribute once a month, while tribute from the pacified zone was
expected every three months. Controlled barbarians presented tribute
annually, while those beyond, in the wild zone, were expected to
appear only once at court, a symbolic appearance that signalled their
inclusion within the Chinese world order.

While this was clearly an idealised schema, during the Han
dynasty it did roughly reflect the division, within the Chinese cultural
area, into a well-guarded capital territory, commanderies under central
administration, and feudal kingdoms that had declared allegiance to
the Han emperor. Over time, most of these kingdoms reverted to the
direct control of the central administration, particularly after the con-
quests of Han Wudi, who finally brought the Yue coastal region into
the empire. Even after these conquests, the Yue counted as inner or
controlled barbarians, or ‘dependent countries’, from whom annual
tribute was expected. The Xiongnu, by contrast, were classified as
outer or wild barbarians beyond Chinese control, and so not expected
to pay regular tribute.

The tributary system was not fully institutionalised under the
Han, but it did evolve in response to particular circumstances. Because
it applied, as noted above, to Chinese as well as barbarians, the system
was in a sense inclusive rather than divisive. It included barbarians
within the Chinese world order, but created a clear distinction
between inner and outer barbarians, between those effectively
colonised through imperial expansion, and those allowed independent
status. Non-Chinese peoples within the empire were placed under
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Chinese administration and progressively sinicised. Those beyond the
empire’s frontiers were under no such pressure, though the Chinese
could pretend that eventually these too would come to accept the
superiority of Chinese civilisation.

Han conquests brought new barbarian peoples within the empire.
These included the southern Yue, whom we now know as the Viet-
namese. It did not include the peoples of Yunnan, where the later
kingdoms of Nanzhao then Dali retained their independence until
conquered by the Mongols in 1253 CE. While most of the peoples
incorporated into the Han empire became sinicised over the centuries,
some stubbornly maintained their own cultures, including the Viet-
namese, the Miao (Hmong) and other mountain tribes and minorities.
Some, including the Tai, migrated south, away from Chinese domin-
ation, to establish their own independent principalities. No kingdom
on China’s frontiers to the south, however, ever posed an equivalent
military threat to the steppe peoples of the north.

In summary, therefore, by the time of the later Han dynasty, when
expansion of the Chinese cultural area had brought Chinese peoples
increasingly into contact with those of Southeast Asia, a specifically
Chinese view of the world was already firmly established, though the
institutions by which foreign polities were ritually incorporated into
this worldview (the tribute system) were not yet fully in place. The key
elements of this worldview included the unity of Heaven, Earth and
humankind; the notion of Heaven as a moral force imposing a moral
order; social harmony as Heaven’s way; and the emperor as Son of
Heaven at the apex of, and presiding over, a hierarchical social world
in which all were assigned their status, including non-Chinese. The
Middle Kingdom comprised the Chinese cultural area whose superior
civilisation was available to less cultured peoples. Eventually, the
Chinese were convinced, barbarian peoples would be drawn by the
virtue of the emperor to recognise the superiority of Chinese civilis-
ation and voluntarily to embrace it. In the meantime, they were
expected symbolically to recognise that superiority, and along with it
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the cosmic status of the emperor, by deferentially offering their tribute
at court and gratefully receiving gifts in exchange. They were also
expected to keep the peace along China’s frontiers, for the notion
of social harmony necessarily extended beyond the Middle Kingdom
to embrace ‘all under Heaven’. In other words, China brought to
its earliest relations with Southeast Asia an already evolved foreign
relations culture.
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Indirect trading contact between China and the Nanyang, or Southern
Ocean, the name by which the Chinese referred to Southeast Asia,
goes back as far as the Shang dynasty when cowrie shells were used as
currency. During the Zhou dynasty a variety of luxury products, includ-
ing ivory, rthinoceros horn, tortoise-shell, pearls and birds’ feathers,
found their way to the Chinese capital. Little is known about early
trade routes, or the traders who plied them, but it would seem likely
that while most of these products reached China overland, some
arrived too on small coastal vessels crewed by ‘Malay’ or Yue seamen.
How far merchandise travelled by sea and in what early entrepdts it
was exchanged during the later Zhou period, we can only guess.
What we do know from Zhou period texts is that the Chinese
were acutely aware of the difference between themselves and non-
Chinese ‘barbarians’, and of their own cultural superiority, no matter
what desirable products the barbarians might possess. It is clear,
however, that intercourse with non-Chinese peoples, while it might
reflect Chinese assumptions of superiority, had yet to become
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formalised into what was later known as the ‘tributary system’. That in
its fully elaborated form was the outcome of centuries of development
from the Han to the Ming dynasties.

Trade was an important source of wealth for the Yue peoples of
coastal China south of the Yangze River. That wealth, and access to
luxury products from Southeast Asia, seems to have motivated the first
Qin emperor to send his victorious armies against the Yue kingdoms.
Chinese domination was brief, however, and in the chaos that fol-
lowed the overthrow of the Qin dynasty, many of the Yue peoples
regained their independence. It was left to the emperor, Han Wudi, in
the early first century BCE, finally to extend Chinese power to the
southern coastal province of Guangdong, and to the Red River delta
of northern Vietnam.

In the meantime Chinese migration into the Yue coastal
regions had increased, as families fled unrest or persecution, or sought
new opportunities. These migrants brought with them Chinese culture
and the Chinese system of writing. Though extensive borrowing
occurred, northern Chinese (Mandarin) never succeeded in replacing
the Yue languages, which continue to this day in the form of Chinese
‘dialects’ (including Wu, Min, and Cantonese). The Yue languages of
coastal China became monosyllabic and tonal, like Mandarin
Chinese. In this form they could easily be written using Chinese char-
acters. The capacity of the non-alphabetic Chinese writing system to
provide the crucial adhesive that held China together as a unitary,
centrally administered kingdom can hardly be overestimated. It pro-
vided access for the coastal peoples to Chinese classical literature and
the worldview it took for granted, and led them to identify themselves
eventually as Chinese. This process of sinicisation was long and drawn
out, seeping down over the centuries from the literate elite to shape
the thinking of the mass of the population. Only the Vietnamese in
the end were able to resist this process and retain their separate iden-
tity as the Lac people, or southern Yue (the character for which is
pronounced Viet in Vietnamese).
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By the beginning of the first century BCE, conditions existed for
an expansion of Chinese contacts with Southeast Asia. Yet this was
slow to happen. Yue vessels do not seem to have ventured far beyond
their coastal waters. The few bold Chinese merchants, adventurers,
and eventually envoys, who sailed to Southeast Asia did so on ships
probably crewed by more accomplished Austronesian-speaking sailors
whom we can broadly designate as ‘Malay’. There are several reasons
why the Chinese failed to exploit trading possibilities with Southeast
Asia at this time. For one thing, after Han Wudi’s reign no official
encouragement was given to overseas trade, though if we are to believe
the historian Ban Gu writing almost two centuries later, tributary
(essentially trade) missions were received from as far away as south
India. Also, the products of Southeast Asia were relatively little
known. The luxury items most prized by the Chinese came from India
and further west, overland along the fabled Silk Road. Sea trade was
dangerous, and as foreign vessels continued to make port in northern
Vietnam and southern China, bringing pearls, coral, tortoise shell, pre-
cious stones and bird’s feathers to exchange for silks and gold, there
was little need for Chinese merchants to sail their own ships into the
Southern Ocean.

The few Chinese traders who voyaged by sea at this time would
first have come into contact with the Cham, a people speaking an
Austronesian language who had settled along the coast of central
Vietnam. Merchants who ventured further into the Gulf of Thailand
would then have encountered proto-Khmer and Mon speakers of
Austroasiatic languages who had established riverine or coastal settle-
ments. Further to the south Malay peoples were already present along
the coasts of peninsula Malaya, and had populated much of maritime
Southeast Asia. All were poised to construct their own small and
localised kingdoms, and eager to borrow any ideas that would help.
The failure of the Chinese to take to the sea left the way open for
Indian influence to dominate state formation in Southeast Asia.
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Early Southeast Asia

Little is known about Indian trade and contact with Southeast Asia
during this early, but crucial period. What we do know is that impor-
tant trade routes ran from the mouth of the Ganges down the coast of
Burma, and from south India across the Bay of Bengal. These con-
verged on the Kra Isthmus where low-weight, high-value luxury goods
from as far away as the eastern Mediterranean were transported over-
land to be reshipped in the Gulf of Thailand. From there small ships
hugged the coast all the way to Canton. Another trade route must at
least by the early centuries CE have led south through the Strait of
Melaka to southern Sumatra and northern Java, though at this stage
there seems to have been no corresponding link between Indonesia
and China.

[t was along these maritime trade routes that Indian civilisation
reached Southeast Asia. From Burma to central Vietnam and from
Sumatra to Borneo, the peoples of Southeast Asia borrowed elements
of Indian religion and ritual, statecraft and social organisation,
language, literature and art. Most Indian traders were probably either
Tamils from south India or perhaps Sinhalese from Sri Lanka, whose
pearls were in high demand. For them, trade east to Suvarnabhumi,
the fabled ‘land of gold’, promised great profit. But these merchants
did not come alone. By the first century CE, they were accompanied
by Brahmin priests and Buddhist monks literate and learned in all
aspects of Indian culture and religion. Southeast Asian seamen mean-
while reached India, and returned with their own accounts of Indian
civilisation.

The process by which local chieftains throughout Southeast Asia
adopted and adapted elements of Indian civilisation that would legit-
imise their rule and enhance their power is usually referred to as
Indianisation. It proceeded, especially over the first two centuries CE,
initially in coastal trading ports, but in time penetrated inland to
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influence larger land-based kingdoms in Burma, Java, Cambodia and
Thailand. We cannot follow in detail the rise of various early South-
east Asian kingdoms, but we will give some attention to the first of
these, known to the Chinese as ‘Funan’. By what name it was known
by its own people, we do not know.

Funan was the first kingdom in Southeast Asia to which Chinese
envoys were sent. Apart from a few references in inscriptions, the frag-
mentary reports of these envoys are the only records that remain of
Funan, apart from archaeological evidence. The Chinese mission
arrived probably around 228 CE, on behalf of the state of Wu, the
southernmost of the three kingdoms into which China was divided
after the collapse of the Han dynasty in 220 CE. Contact with the
Southern Ocean during the later Han had been intermittent at best, as
the principal trade route to Persia and India was still overland through
Central Asia. For the Wu rulers, however, cut off as they were from
northern China, only the maritime route was available.

It was probably to promote the potential benefits of increased
trade that Chinese envoys were dispatched to Funan, perhaps in
response to an earlier Funanese trade mission. From the accounts they
recorded, along with a few later inscriptions, we can gain some idea of
the economics and politics, the power and extent, of Funan. What
emerges is a polity owing its economic prosperity to a combination of
its agricultural base (a peasant population producing a surplus of rice)
and its geographic location about mid-way between southern China
and the Kra Isthmus.

Funan owed both its origins and most of its cultural borrowing to
Indian traders and the occasional Brahmin priest who had put into its
principal port of Oc-eo over the two centuries before the Chinese
envoys arrived. It was founded, the Chinese reported, as a result of a
marriage between an Indian Brahmin and a female ruler, a probably
mythical union symbolising the syncretism of Indian and local culture.
But we should beware of placing too much credence in Chinese
descriptions of Funan—or of other early Southeast Asia kingdoms.!
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This is because the Chinese envoys described what they saw and
learned through Chinese eyes. Theirs was a centrally organised king-
dom, in which a powerful court appointed officials to administer
districts and provinces in the name of the emperor. But Southeast
Asian kingdoms were not so organised and administered, for they owed
their philosophy of government and political structure not to China,
but to India.

Powerful empires did arise in India—the Mauryan empire
under Ashoka in the third century BCE and the Gupta empire under
Chandragupta II in the second century CE are obvious examples. But
these empires were constructed through the incorporation of neigh-
bouring kingdoms as functioning units. Often the ruling family would
remain in place, provided they acknowledged the suzerainty of their
new overlord. The empire was held together through formal oaths of
loyalty backed by regular payment of tribute, the provision of troops
when called upon, a well-developed network of spies and informers,
and the capacity of the centre to punish any ruler tempted to renounce
his allegiance. When the centre was weak, particularly during succes-
sion disputes, outlying territories tended to break away and declare
their independence. Often a new ruler, preoccupied with establishing
his own right to rule, could do nothing but let them go. Frontiers were
thus much less stable than in a centrally administered empire like
China.

The Indian model was eminently suitable for Southeast Asia.
By the early centuries CE, centres of power had developed in several
areas where agricultural resources were more extensive and population
could expand. There ‘men of prowess’ arose who enforced their rule
over neighbouring territories.? A powerful regional ruler might appoint
his sons to rule outlying areas. When he became frail or died, however,
these same sons would often contest the succession, backed by com-
peting powerful families and court factions. Kings used every means to
concentrate power by demanding tribute from regional leaders and
requiring them to serve at court.
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Early Southeast Asian rulers and elites borrowed from India,
above all, the means to legitimise and consolidate their power. These
included a system of writing and the language (classical Sanskrit) and
literature that went with it, principles of statecraft, and a set of reli-
gious beliefs that rested on the identity of local deities with gods of the
Indian pantheon. Kings ruled as representatives of a high god, their
right to rule reinforced by the central role they played in religious
rituals designed to ensure the prosperity of the kingdom through
control over cosmic forces. This Indian system of power relations did
nothing, however, to overcome the inherent political instability of
early Southeast Asian kingdoms. Instead it reinforced the segmentary
structure of Southeast Asian polities in the form of what have become
known as mandalas, in order to differentiate them from modern terri-
torial states.

To call a Southeast Asian kingdom a mandala is to draw
attention, metaphorically, to relations of power that connected the
periphery to the centre. The mandalas of Southeast Asia were con-
stellations of power, whose extent varied in relation to the attraction
of the centre. They were not states whose administrative control
reached to defined frontiers. Power diminished with distance from the
centre, frontiers fluctuated, and relations with neighbouring mandalas
tended to be antagonistic, as each attempted to expand at the other’s
expense. As a key Sanskrit text, the Arthasastra explains, neighbour-
ing kingdoms should be distrusted as potential enemies, while the
enemies of enemies should be treated as friends.> A more different
world from that familiar to Chinese merchants and travellers would
be hard to imagine.

We should think of Funan, therefore, not as a centralised
kingdom extending from southern Vietnam all the way around to the
Kra Isthmus, but rather as a mandala, the power of whose capital in
southeastern Cambodia waxed and waned, and whose armed merchant
ships succeeded in enforcing its temporary suzerainty over small coastal
trading ports around the Gulf of Thailand. What gave Funan the edge
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over other such centres of power was clearly its position astride the
India—China trade route. Its power, however, is unlikely to have spread
far inland. Further north, on the middle Mekong and on the lower
Chao Phraya River, other power centres were establishing themselves
that in time would challenge and replace Funan.

Six Funanese tributary missions to China are recorded as arriving
during the third century. Then comes a gap of seventy years, a single
embassy in 357 CE, then eighty years before a group of three embassies
arrived between 434 and 438 CE. After a further gap of some fifty
years, ten embassies arrived between 484 and 539, and three more
between 559 and the last embassy in 588, after which Funan gave way
to Zhenla, which itself was replaced by the Khmer kingdom of Angkor
in 802.

What are we to make of this patchy record? Why were embassies
sent so infrequently, and why by some kings and not others? And what
did they mean to both parties? Of course, it may be that embassies did
arrive more frequently and were not recorded, or that the records of
their arrival have been lost. But China was a bureaucratic state, and
records were important. Moreover, embassies from other countries
were just as intermittent. It seems likely, therefore, that the list of
Funanese embassies is relatively complete.

So what conclusions can we draw? The first is that these were not
tribute missions in the sense that applied between the segmentary parts
of Southeast Asian mandalas. Funan was not required to send large
amounts of produce to China, nor were Funanese kings required to
take loyalty oaths to the Son of Heaven. Embassies were sent not in
response to Chinese directives, but for the benefit of Funanese rulers.
For the Chinese, on the other hand, all official missions, even those
solely concerned with trade, were designated as ‘tributary’ in order to
conform to the Chinese sinocentric view of the world. Embassies from
barbarian kingdoms served to reinforce the way in which the Chinese
understood the world and their own place in it. Their purpose, in
Chinese eyes, was as much ideological as economic. The emperor
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graciously accepted the ‘tribute’ offered, but gave more expensive
presents in return. Of course, foreign embassies also brought goods for
trade, and the Chinese well appreciated their commercial value.

A second conclusion is that the frequency of official embassies by
no means indicated the extent and volume of trade between China
and Funan. Private trade fluctuated, depending on political conditions
in both China and Southeast Asia, but it certainly did not dry up for
decades on end. ‘Smuggling’ continued even when official sanctions
against trade were enforced, for local officials could always be bribed.

So why did Southeast Asian rulers send official embassies to
China? Some went in response to the invitation of Chinese emperors
who sought exotic products or the gratification of barbarian submis-
sion. Some Southeast Asian rulers dispatched embassies in order to
reinforce or legitimise their own power. Presentation of fine clothing,
titles and regalia raised the status of rulers of small kingdoms like
Funan, giving them the edge over their rivals in the cutthroat politics
of Southeast Asian mandalas. Most embassies, however, were sent to
promote trade, particularly in Chinese luxury products, such as silk and
later fine porcelain, desired as status symbols by Southeast Asian elites.

There is still something odd about proud and independent
Southeast Asian rulers accepting even nominal vassal status in the
form of Chinese investiture, even if this was to their temporary politi-
cal advantage. In order to understand why so many were prepared to do
so, we need to look more carefully at the worldview of Southeast Asia,
for this rested on entirely different cosmological as well as political,
institutional and economic foundations from the Chinese understand-
ing of the world outlined in the previous chapter.

Most early Southeast Asian rulers borrowed from Hinduism the
idea that the king was the representative on earth of the great god
Shiva (or more rarely Vishnu). Prosperity depended on the extent to
which an earthly kingdom reflected the heavenly realm of the gods.
The more nearly this was achieved, the closer the identity between
king and god, and the greater the power of the king. Kings thus set out
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to recreate in microcosm the macrocosmic geography of the divine
realm, with the palace at the centre representing the abode of the gods
on Mount Meru, the world axis. The impressive rituals at which they
officiated only added to their aura of cosmic power.

Belief in karma and reincarnation provided further legitimisa-
tion. Karma as an inexorable natural law of moral cause and effect
provided an explanation for both individual fortune and social status.
The king ruled as king because through previous lifetimes he had accu-
mulated the necessary karma to do so. In this way karma powerfully
reinforced social hierarchy, for everyone was born into the social situ-
ation they deserved.

Kings sought to maximise their sources of social power: military,
economic, political, and ideological. Ultimately the goal of a powerful
king was to become a universal ruler, or chakravartin. As no ruler could
know how far his karma might permit him to go in realising this ideal,
the potential was always there. A more powerful ruler would have
superior karma, but this was recognised only as a temporary phenome-
non, for who knew what a ruler’s karma had in store, or that of his
successor! This was a worldview that accounted for and reinforced
hierarchies of power; and did so without discredit, for all such hier-
archies were always open to change.

The temporary nature of political power is even more evident
in Buddhism than in Hinduism, for in Buddhism impermanence
(anicca) is one of the three ‘signs of being’, along with the inevitabil-
ity of suffering (dukkha) and the non-existence of a permanent self or
soul (anatta). As all earthly phenomena are impermanent, so are all
configurations of power. One can therefore accept the greater power of
another kingdom, in the knowledge that this will change in time. The
mighty will be laid low, and new powers will arise. The fluidity of this
conception of the world as process contrasted markedly with the order
and stability of the Chinese worldview.

These very differences in worldview allowed Southeast Asian
rulers to accommodate the pretensions even of the emperor of China.
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An important factor here was the different way in which tribute was
understood. Superior karma and thus status was recognised in the
mandala through a net transfer of power to the centre, both eco-
nomic—through tribute paid in the form of goods and food
supplies—and military—through provision of a contingent of troops
when called upon. Tribute in Southeast Asian mandalas was thus the
principal means by which political elites extracted and concentrated
surplus resources. In an economic sense, tribute constituted a ‘mode of
production’. Instead of taxing people, land, or agricultural produce at
a fixed rate, tribute from a subordinate ruler required delivery of spec-
ified amounts of valuable local products, which might be gathered
(such as aromatic woods and resins, rare wildlife, or spices), mined
(gold, silver and other metals), grown (mainly rice), or manufactured
(including weapons and luxury handicrafts). Some of these would be
retained for use by the king and his court; others would be traded,
often as a royal monopoly. All that was offered in return was status as
a lord of the realm and protection against the depredations of neigh-
bouring kingdoms.

Tribute in a Southeast Asian context was thus very different
from the tribute demanded by Chinese emperors from vassal kingdoms.
For the Chinese tribute denoted not the transfer of economic
resources, but symbolic submission. The presents the emperor gave
in return were consistently of higher value than the tribute offered, in
order to demonstrate imperial magnanimity and benevolence. China
pretended that it needed nothing material from barbarians. Tribute for
China was thus not a means of accumulating wealth (even through
accompanying trade), but symbolic recognition and reinforcement of
China’s superior status in its own sinocentric world order.

For Southeast Asian kings, tribute ‘paid’ to China did not
carry the same connotation as tribute demanded from their own
vassals, just because more valuable gifts were given in exchange. What
was tribute for the Chinese was for Southeast Asian rulers the polite
exchange of gifts as a formality that went with mutually beneficial
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trade. The accompanying ceremonial established status hierarchy, but
not vassalage in the Southeast Asian sense. It was acceptable
for envoys to show proper respect to the Chinese emperor, just as
Chinese envoys paid their respects to Southeast Asian kings; but with
the exception of Vietnam, no ruler of a major Southeast Asian
kingdom ever voyaged to Beijing to pay homage in person.

The differing understandings of what the tributary relationship
entailed are evident in an incident in October 1592 when King
Narasuan of Ayutthaya offered Siamese naval assistance to the Ming
court in its struggle to contain the depredations of Japanese pirates.
The offer was refused, for from the Chinese point of view it would
have been demeaning, and an admission of Chinese weakness, to have
accepted. In the mandala world of Southeast Asia, however, it was
usual for an ally to contribute military assistance in time of war. Nara-
suan may have hoped for some quid pro quo in his own conflict with
the Burmese, but his offer, and the Ming refusal, point to essential
differences in worldview.

Differing interpretations of the meaning of the ritual of diplomatic
intercourse enabled entirely different Chinese and Southeast Asian
cultures of international relations to find compromise in mutually
acceptable bilateral relations regimes. These necessarily built on certain
congruities. Both Chinese and Southeast Asian worldviews acknow-
ledged hierarchy as the natural order, both in their own societies and
in relations between polities. Both sought to maximise power through
manipulation of ideologies of legitimation and world order. But what for
the Chinese was the permanent order of the relation between Heaven,
Earth and humankind represented by the emperor was, for Southeast
Asian rulers, the temporary configuration of the ever-changing play
of karma. And what for the Chinese was tribute offered in submission to
the Son of Heaven was, for Southeast Asian rulers, polite recognition
of superior status as a prerequisite for mutually beneficial trade.

Rulers of early Southeast Asian kingdoms were ready to recognise
the superior power and status of China, even though most had never
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witnessed this for themselves. Chinese emissaries extolled the
emperor’s glory; merchants brought back stories of the extent and
wealth of China; and Southeast Asian envoys reported on the impres-
sive pomp and ritual that accompanied their presentation at the
Chinese court. China did not have to send its armies into Southeast
Asia for regional rulers to accept China’s formal demand that visiting
officials prostrate themselves before the Son of Heaven. The exchange
of presents was for Southeast Asian rulers a matter of courtesy; but if
the Chinese insisted on the formalities of a ‘tributary’ relationship,
then this could be accommodated in the context of Southeast Asian
Hindu/Buddhist worldviews.

Little of this is explicitly stated in the records of Southeast Asian
kingdoms. In part this is because so much of what must have been a
considerable literature and extensive administrative records have dis-
appeared. Climate, the fragility of the treated palm leaf principally
used as a writing medium in Southeast Asia, poor storage facilities that
allowed the ravages of mildew and insects, and the destruction of war,
all have contributed to the dearth of written sources in Southeast Asia
compared to China. All that remains, apart from all-important inscrip-
tions on stone or metal, are those texts that were regularly recopied.
These were mainly religious texts, the copying of which generated
spiritual merit, various technical treatises on such subjects as agricul-
ture, astrology and law, and court chronicles. In few of these, even
the last, can be found any references, however, to political or even
economic relations with China.

The reason why even the court chronicles of Southeast Asian
kingdoms say next to nothing about China does not, however, indicate
China’s unimportance for Southeast Asian rulers, though for most,
China probably did not loom large. More significant is the kind of text
we are dealing with. Court chronicles in the Theravada Buddhist king-
doms of mainland Southeast Asia were not composed as objective
historical records. On the contrary, they formed part of the royal
regalia of legitimation. They recorded the ruler’s genealogy, his
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marriage alliances and his meritorious deeds, all of which were
intended to reinforce his right to rule in the eyes of his subjects.

Given this purpose, it is not surprising that there is little
mention of tributary missions to China. No mention was made of
China because to have done so would neither have enhanced a king’s
glory, nor reinforced the Southeast Asian (Hindu/Buddhist) worldview.
By contrast, the records kept by the Chinese of embassies received from
even the smallest and most remote Southeast Asian principalities did
reinforce the Chinese worldview by magnifying the virtue and might of
the emperor as ruling ‘all under Heaven’. It was for this reason that
tribute missions were minutely recorded and their importance consis-
tently exaggerated by Chinese court officials (who even falsified
accounts and mistranslated documents to make their point).

Expansion of contacts: trade and religion

In 280 CE the northern Jin dynasty reunified China, though their
victory was short-lived. A number of Southeast Asian kingdoms,
including Funan and Champa (known to the Chinese as Lin-yi), took
the opportunity to establish official relations with the new regime. Over
the next disturbed century, however, very few embassies were recorded
from Southeast Asia, though it might have been expected that the loss
of central Asian trade routes would once again have stimulated Chinese
interest in the Nanyang. What did generate renewed interest and con-
tacts in the fifth and sixth centuries was the growth of Buddhism as a
religion, both in China and in Southeast Asia, mainly in the Mon areas
of southern Burma and Thailand, in the Malay peninsula, and in
Indonesia (in both southern Sumatra and central Java).

Trade was often disrupted during this period by war and rebellion
in either China or Southeast Asia. Along the coast of central Vietnam,
the Cham attempted to extend their domains, while further south
Funan was already a declining power. Progress was steadily being made,
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however, in the technology of boat building and navigation. We know
that larger trading vessels based on Indian prototypes were being con-
structed by the Cham and Funanese at this time, if not yet along the
Chinese coast. It would appear, too, that Indian and Southeast Asian
seamen were learning more about the winds and currents of the South
China Sea, using the southwest and northeast monsoons to cross open
water rather than hugging the coast. We also know that these ships
carried a new group of travellers making the long voyage between
China and India. These were ardent Buddhist pilgrims, seeking or
bringing back knowledge of this new religion.

Buddhism came to China both by land through central Asia
(then from Afghanistan to Xinjiang almost entirely Buddhist) to
northern China and by sea from India, Sri Lanka and Buddhist parts of
Southeast Asia to southern Chinese ports. Buddhism appealed to the
Chinese both on an intellectual level through its metaphysical psy-
chology and its pragmatic approach to spiritual fulfilment, and on a
popular level through its magical powers and its promise of reincar-
nation. The first few centuries CE were a period of great intellectual
excitement in the Buddhist world, as new schools of the Mahayana,
and later the Tantricism of the Vajrayana, contended with earlier
interpretations. Chinese Buddhists were eager to learn of these devel-
opments and to study the texts in which they were expounded. It was
in order to pursue their studies, and to collect both texts and relics,
that Chinese Buddhist pilgrims set out for India.

How many Chinese Buddhists made this long pilgrimage, and
how many failed in the attempt, we do not know. We do have impor-
tant accounts left by a handful of those who returned to acclaim and
honour. The first of these Chinese pilgrims whom we know to have
sailed via Southeast Asia was Fa-xian in 413, on his return on a
Malay-crewed ship that crossed directly from Java to Canton.
Others followed, not just Chinese, but Indian and Southeast Asian
Buddhists as well. Increasingly embassies from Southeast Asian king-
doms included Buddhist items (texts, relics and the paraphernalia of
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worship) among their gifts. As Buddhism became widely established in
China, so demand grew for such products as aromatic resins and woods
used to make incense, dyes and medicinal substances.

Buddhism, in other words, provided both a new area of common
interest and a stimulus to trade between China and Southeast Asia.
Prior to this, Chinese and Southeast Asians had had little in common.
Their worldviews, as outlined above, were far apart. For a while,
however, until the Chinese evolved their own forms of Buddhism and
the religion declined in the land of its origin, Buddhist pilgrimage
added a significant cultural dimension to relations between China and
some, at least, of the countries of the Southern Ocean.

Trade, however, still remained the primary concern. For almost
three hundred years, until China was again unified under the Sui
dynasty in 589 CE, non-Chinese dynasties ruled north China. Though
these dynasties did much to promote Buddhism, tens of thousands of
Chinese families fled south to the Yangze region and beyond to escape
their reach. This permanently shifted the balance of population and
reinforced the Chinese character of the coastal provinces south to
Guangdong. Southern dynasties centred on Nanjing tried unsuccess-
fully to recapture lost territory in the north, often to the neglect of still
only lightly sinicised regions west of Canton. Jiao-zhi (northern
Vietnam) in particular remained a frontier area, a prey to the ambitions
of independent-minded governors and raids by Cham fleets sailing up
from the central coast of Vietnam. Disruption to trade was at times
serious, until in 446 a Sino—Vietnamese expedition decisively defeated
the Cham, ushering in more than a century of peaceful relations.

An analysis of fifth and sixth century diplomatic missions from
Southeast Asia reveals a clear correlation between tribute and trade on
the one hand, and conditions in China on the other.* During times of
political unrest, central government control over the coastal provinces
was weak, and so was demand for luxury products. As lawlessness and
piracy increased, foreign vessels were reluctant to call at Chinese ports.
When central authority was reimposed, as it was under the Liang
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dynasty from 502 to 557 CE, Southeast Asian kingdoms quickly
responded. Official missions arrived to establish the diplomatic condi-
tions essential for trade promotion and protection.

From the seventh to the tenth centuries China was unified
under the Sui and Tang dynasties. Under the Sui, the demand for
luxury products from Southeast Asia was artificially stimulated by the
extravagance of the court. As supplies were limited, prices rose. The
Chinese response was twofold: to seek to control by aggressive use of
force those regions within striking range of Chinese fleets and armies;
and to use diplomacy to promote trade with kingdoms further afield. In
605, a Chinese army sacked and looted the Cham capital, while five
years later a Chinese fleet raided Liu-giu (the Ryukyu islands).

In 607, the first official Chinese embassy for more than three
centuries departed in a substantial fleet for the Southern Ocean. Its
goal was to make contact with the new kingdom of Chitu that had
arisen on the Malay peninsula with the decline of Funan. The mission
was entirely successful, for the king of Chitu needed little urging to
promote trade with China. Two tribute missions were dispatched in
successive years to establish the necessary protocol, and missions from
smaller kingdoms in the region soon followed, including from as far
away as east Java (or Bali).

The Tang dynasty that seized power from the Sui in 618 was of
mixed Chinese and Turkish descent and created an empire that
extended deep into central Asia. It was remarkably open to external
cultural influences, particularly to Buddhism.s Foreign merchants, mis-
sionaries and adventurers flocked to the Tang capital of Changan,
which became the most cosmopolitan and populous city in the world.
Most came overland along the Silk Road through central Asia, but two
other land routes were also travelled: one from India via Tibet and
Nepal; the other from Burma via Yunnan.

The confident and outward-looking Tang dynasty encouraged
official foreign relations as a means at first of managing foreign trade,
though in time limitations on private trade were relaxed. The early
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Tang emperors were powerful enough to demand that relations even
with the empires of the Uighurs and the Turks should conform to the
tributary system. An elaborate ceremonial was developed for escorting
envoys to the capital, welcoming them, and preparing them for the
official audience and banquet in the imperial presence. Frequent
kowtowing was expected, consisting of three kneelings and nine pros-
trations touching the forehead to the ground, symbolising submission
to the Son of Heaven.

The early Tang could demand such submission, before the
dynasty was weakened by rebellion in the mid-eighth century. Even
thereafter the formalities were preserved, as was the status distinction
between Chinese and barbarians. Yet judged on the basis of civilisation
this distinction was becoming harder to maintain. Neighbouring king-
doms, including Korea and Japan, developed high cultures that
borrowed much from the Tang. In Southeast Asia new and powerful
kingdoms arose. In Cambodia the Khmer kingdom of Angkor replaced
Zhenla; in southern Sumatra the new power of Srivijaya extended its
control over the Melaka and Sunda Straits and adjacent coasts; while
in Java the Sailendras created a powerful inland kingdom. All pro-
vided examples of high culture (the temples of Angkor, the Borobudur
in Java) that were different from, but hardly inferior to that of China.

Tang policy with respect to official contact and trade with South-
east Asia was benign. The two principal ports for the Nanyang trade
continued to be Canton and Long-bien near modern Hai-phong.
These were connected by inland routes north to the Tang capital, via
the Grand Canal that had been much improved to accommodate the
increased movement of goods and people. From these southern ports
Tang envoys voyaged abroad, and to them foreign missions came—
initially from Champa and Zhenla, then from further afield from
kingdoms on the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra and Java.

Diplomatic missions even arrived from India and Sri Lanka, indi-
cating the importance of Indians, Persians, and Arabs in the expansion
of Indian Ocean trade. Their well constructed and seaworthy ships
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sailed around the Malay Peninsula, and on to south China. This elim-
inated the land portage across the Kra Isthmus, and so diminished the
wealth and importance of the principalities dependent upon it. By
contrast, increasing use of this new sea route between India and China
provided the opportunity for Srivijaya, strategically situated as it was
astride the Melaka Strait, to wax wealthy. Srivijayan warships
patrolled the strait, forcing all shipping to put in to Srivijayan ports,
where they were taxed and allowed to proceed.

Despite records of ‘tribute’ missions from India, it is clear that
much of the Southern Ocean trade, particularly by Persians and Arabs,
was not covered by any formal recognition of the pre-eminence of the
Son of Heaven. For the pragmatic Chinese of the Tang period, it was
more important to stimulate trade than to insist on formalities, though
this did not in any way lessen Chinese conviction as to the centrality
and superiority of the Middle Kingdom.

The burgeoning trade with both Southeast Asia and the Indian
Ocean brought large numbers of foreign merchants to Canton and
Long-bien, where they were permitted to organise and administer their
own communities. This provided increased opportunities for unscrupu-
lous officials to indulge in graft and corruption. In 684, a delegation of
foreign merchants was so mistreated by the governor of Canton that a
‘K'un-lun man’ (referring to someone from Southeast Asia) killed the
governor and several other officials, using a sword smuggled in the
sleeve of his robe.¢

This dramatic event ushered in a period of improved administra-
tion and increased trade, until rebellion shook the Tang dynasty.
Demand for goods slumped and, in the absence of central administra-
tive controls, corruption again grew apace. By 758 foreign merchants
at Canton had had enough. Persian and Arab traders (but apparently
not Southeast Asians) pillaged and burned the port, and sailed away.
Merchants who stayed were targets for extortion by local rebels, and
then had their goods and property confiscated for allegedly supporting
rebellion when imperial power was restored.

42



Early relations

Image rights unavailable

Malay trading vessel, bas-relief, Borobodur, Java, ninth century.

For the next century trade was intermittent, as reflected by the
greatly reduced number of missions from Southeast Asia. The final
blow came in 879 when Canton was sacked by Chinese rebels and
many foreign merchants were killed. By then the Tang was in terminal
decline. After 906 China was again divided with separate short-lived
‘dynasties’ in the north and south. Not until 960 was it reunited under
the Song.

The special case of Vietnam

Northern Vietnam in the form of the Chinese province of Jiao-zhi had
long been the interface between China and Southeast Asia. The
centre of Chinese power was at Long-bien. From there Chinese
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officials, with the variable support of a Sino—Vietnamese landed elite,
administered a territory stretching south to the shifting frontier with
Champa, a distance over which Chinese cultural influence and admin-
istrative control gradually diminished. A Sino—Vietnamese elite might
hold power, but the peasants they ruled were Vietnamese, and the
province developed a tradition of strong local rule. In the words of
Keith Taylor:

Giao [Jiao-zhi] possessed a political momentum of its own,
independent of the empire. In fact, it was when the
empire was in the deepest trouble that the south pros-
pered most. Whenever the imperial court was strong
enough to dominate the region . . . rebellion and political
instability ensued. When the court was weak, local forces
arose, and stability followed.”

These ‘local forces’ would eventually become sufficiently strong to gain
Vietnam its independence. In the meantime, however, Jiao-zhi,
despite its predominantly non-Chinese population, remained within
the empire. The cultural frontier was fixed along with the political
frontier between the Vietnamese and the Cham; or in Chinese termi-
nology, between inner and outer barbarians. While the Vietnamese
were forced to live under imperial domination and were expected to
adopt Chinese culture, the Cham sent tribute missions as an in-
dependent polity and were under no such pressure.

For a brief period in the 540s, the rebellion of Ly Bi established
Vietnamese independence. Ly was of Chinese descent, but his princi-
pal support came from native Vietnamese. The rebellion was
suppressed by imperial forces, but for the rest of the sixth century,
until China was reunified in 589, Jiao-zhi retained a high degree of
autonomy under the rule of powerful Sino—Vietnamese families owing
only nominal allegiance to their Chinese overlords. Buddhism
became well established, and the economy flourished as Long-bien
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temporarily eclipsed Canton as the principal terminus for the
Nanyang trade.

The collapse of the Tang provided an opportunity for the
independent-minded Sino—Vietnamese elite in Jiao-zhi to break free of
imperial control. During the years of political and military turmoil that
marked the early tenth century, Jiao-zhi became, to all intents and
purposes, an autonomous province. Finally in 966, six years after the
founding of the Song dynasty, Dinh Bo Linh proclaimed his inde-
pendence. Exhausted after years of warfare, and aware that Bo Linh
commanded a powerful army, the Song court accepted the de facto
independence of Vietnam. Bo Linh was astute enough to follow diplo-
matic protocol by requesting conferral of Chinese titles. His son, in
whose name official communications with the Song court were con-
ducted, was confirmed as ‘Peaceful Sea Military Governor’ with the
additional title of ‘An-nam [Peaceful South]| Protector General’. Bo
Linh himself was granted the curious title ‘King of Jiao-zhi Prefecture’.

These claims and titles tell us much about relations between
China and Vietnam, and the worldview both shared. By proclaiming
himself emperor, Bo Linh was asserting independence from China, but
not thereby equality with the Son of Heaven. He was well aware both
that this would be quite unacceptable to the Chinese, and that
Vietnam could not escape being part of the Chinese world order. This
was made evident in the edict conferring his title, where Bo Linh’s
relationship to the Song emperor was described as that of an obedient
son to a benevolent father.® By describing Bo Linh as King of Jiao-
zhi Prefecture, the Song court was on the one hand accepting his
status as on a par with other rulers of independent kingdoms, while
on the other hand reminding him that his territory remained, in
some sense, part of the empire. In other words, it left open the pos-
sibility (or threat) of returning Jiao-zhi to imperial administration.
The titles conferred on Bo Linh’s son defined the role a Vietnamese
ruler was expected to perform within the Chinese world order. He was
to accept Chinese suzerainty and keep the peace on the empire’s
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frontiers. (Subsequently the title conferred on the Vietnamese ruler
was King of An-nam, though for his own people he was always
emperor of Dai Viet.)

To reiterate: for the Chinese the ruler of Vietnam was a king, like
any other ruler of kingdoms that presented tribute to the Son of
Heaven. For the Vietnamese, in their dealings with China, this was
accepted. The emperor of Vietnam designated himself ‘king’ in his
official correspondence with the Chinese court. But because the Viet-
namese shared the Chinese worldview, the ruler of Vietnam laid claim
to the same cosmic relationship with Heaven and Earth as did the Son
of Heaven, and the same relationship of hierarchical superiority to sur-
rounding, less cultured peoples. In his official dealings with the Khmer
and Cham and Lao, therefore, the Vietnamese ruler designated himself
as emperor.” Only by such a device could Vietnam establish an accept-
able bilateral relations regime with China, while at the same time
expressing its own international relations culture in its dealings with
its Southeast Asian neighbours.

The attitudes towards its neighbours that Vietnam adopted as
part of its culture of international relations carried with them implica-
tions for the extension of Vietnamese power that, not surprisingly,
were remarkably similar to Chinese views. Strategically, moreover,
Vietnamese expansion to the south (the Truong Son mountains effec-
tively hemmed in the Vietnamese to the west) was undertaken—as
was China’s southwards expansion—with an eye always on its vulner-
able northern frontier. What the steppe peoples were to China in
security terms, China was to Vietnam.

Throughout the Song period, Chinese attention was focused
on its northern frontier where the steppe peoples posed a constant
threat. This preoccupation, and the Song policy of avoiding unneces-
sary armed conflict, enabled the Vietnamese to consolidate their
independence. They did so by following a dual strategy in their rela-
tions with China, combining military strength with status recognition
of Chinese superiority. It was a pattern consistently applied over the
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centuries that not only kept China at bay for most of the time, but also
allowed the Vietnamese to engage their traditional enemies, the
Cham, and to pursue their long ‘march to the south’ (nam tien) that
over the next seven centuries would leave them in control of all
coastal Vietnam, to the Mekong delta and beyond.

Southeast Asia and the Song

During the first millennium CE China was never a naval power. The
Chinese continued to be predominantly an inland people, intent on
guarding their frontiers against security threats that came from the
north and west. Apart from expeditions by sea to punish neighbouring
Korea and Champa, the only significant naval operations during the
Tang period were to control piracy. The Chinese were learning much
about the sea, however. Whereas early trade, as we have seen, was con-
ducted largely in foreign vessels, during the Tang Chinese began
building their own merchant ships and sailing them to the Southern
Ocean. Their models were the larger and more seaworthy vessels sailed
directly to Chinese ports by Malay, Persian, Indian and Arab mer-
chants. The Song continued this tradition of boat building. When the
dynasty lost control of northern China, it needed to construct a sub-
stantial navy to defend its new capital on the Yangze River. The
impetus this gave to Chinese maritime trade particularly affected
Southeast Asia, not least through the growth of Chinese merchant
communities in the region.

Meanwhile the political face of Southeast Asia was changing
as new kingdoms arose. To the south of Dai Viet, the Cham were still
powerful. In Cambodia the kingdom of Angkor was in the ascendant.
In southern Thailand, the Mon kingdom of Dvaravati was in diplo-
matic contact with China, but not, apparently, the other two Mon
kingdoms of Thaton in southern Burma and Haripunjaya in northern
Thailand. In northern Burma, the Burmese had founded the kingdom
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of Pagan. Srivijaya still controlled the Malay peninsula and Sumatra,
though its power declined after its capital was sacked in 1025 by the
Tamil Cholas of south India. Java was evolving from a land-based
polity into a kingdom with significant maritime interests that posed an
increasing challenge to the declining power of Srivijaya. All of these,
but for the more remote Mon kingdoms and with the addition of small
principalities in the Philippines and Borneo, continued to send tribu-
tary missions to Song China during the eleventh and twelfth centuries.

Song China developed an efficient and extensive bureaucracy,
recruited by examination based on the new orthodoxy of neo-
Confucianism, to administer its expanding economy. While overland
trade remained important (exchanging Chinese tea and silk for horses
and jade), maritime commerce developed rapidly. Larger ships were
able to carry bulk goods, particularly ceramics, along with tea, silks,
fine handicrafts and copper cash in return for pearls, pepper and other
spices, sugar, and aromatics such as benzoin and camphor. New ports
opened up on the Yangze River and the Fujian coast where communi-
ties of foreign, mainly Muslim merchants congregated. All trade was
still bureaucratically regulated, but Chinese merchants were freer to
conduct their commerce and accumulate wealth than they had previ-
ously been.

The Song further elaborated the tributary system, especially its
ceremonial aspects, as the weakened dynasty tried desperately to pre-
serve the supremacy of the Son of Heaven. A precise ceremonial was
developed for the reception of northern barbarian envoys, some of
whom represented kingdoms as powerful as the Song itself. Chinese
superiority could only be demonstrated by insisting on strict rules of
conduct for foreign embassies (including the size of missions, and what
trade could be conducted), combined with grandiose ceremonial
receptions designed to impress. These formalities were then applied to
all envoys, including those from Southeast Asia.

The weakness of the northern Song permitted only rhetorical
assertion of Chinese superiority, through insistence that any country
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wishing to enter into relations with China could only do so on China’s
terms, as a vassal of the Son of Heaven. For the court mandarins, all
means of reinforcing the Chinese worldview strengthened their own
influence. If lofty isolation was the price to pay, its ideological and
moral value nevertheless outweighed any material benefit to be gained
from trade over tribute. If the Tang had revelled in the opportunities
offered by more open intercourse with the rest of the world, the Song
were more wary.

With the defeat of Song armies in northern China, and the fall
in 1126 CE of the Song capital of Kaifeng to the Jurchen Jin empire,
the Song court fled south to Hangzhou. The new capital, however, was
vulnerable to attack from the sea and so for the first time a Chinese
dynasty had to build a permanent sea-going navy. Many warships at
first were converted and armed merchantmen, sailed by experienced
merchant seamen, but in time the Southern Song constructed its own
superior vessels with improved naval technology and weaponry.

The Southern Song navy was primarily a defensive force, pro-
tecting the mouth of the Yangze River and the capital from northern
attack, and coastal shipping from the depredations of Korean and
Japanese pirates. It was not used offensively to project Chinese power
into the Nanyang. That was left to the succeeding dynasty. Given the
cost of defence and its reduced land and salt tax base, the Southern
Song dynasty looked to overseas trade to provide an additional source
of revenue. Private trade seems initially to have diminished following
the loss of northern China, but soon picked up again as Muslim traders
returned to southern ports.

With China again divided, however, tribute missions to the
Southern Song fell away, especially from more far-flung regions.
Despite the importance of seaborne trade, the dynasty did little to
extend relations with Southeast Asia, though Suryavarman II,
builder of the great temple of Angkor Wat, did dispatch Cambodia’s
first diplomatic mission to China. Regular missions also arrived from
Dai Viet (Vietnam), Champa and Srivijaya, because it was in their

49



A Short History of China and Southeast Asia

interests to maintain good relations with China. For Dai Viet, the
Southern Song still represented the threatening proximity of Chinese
power; for Champa, China was a powerful arbitrator to whom to
appeal in the face of Vietnamese or Cambodian aggression; while for
Srivijaya, Chinese markets were essential for the entrep6t trade that
was its lifeblood.

Conclusion

The Hindu-Buddhist worldviews of Southeast Asian polities that
evolved during the first millennium CE were very different from
that of Confucian China. Both, however, included elements that
were sufficiently compatible to form the basis for functional bilateral
relations regimes that tacitly accepted the Chinese world order.
Contact increased, especially during the Tang dynasty, through more
open trade and a common interest in Buddhism. But Buddhism in
China was never able to modify the Chinese world order centred on
the worship of Heaven and the cult of the emperor, which continued
to shape China’s culture of international relations.

Chinese power did not weigh heavily on Southeast Asia during
this time. The kingdom of Nanzhao in Yunnan remained an inde-
pendent buffer, and Vietnam broke free of the empire after the collapse
of the Tang dynasty. China posed only a minimal strategic threat,
therefore, to Southeast Asia, except for Vietnam, whose independence
rested on acceptance of a tributary relationship that conformed more
closely to Chinese demands than did the bilateral relations regimes
other Southeast Asian kingdoms worked out with China.

Trade continued to be central to China—Southeast Asia relations.
During the Tang, much of the trade between China and Southeast Asia
was still in the hands of non-Chinese (including Southeast Asian) mer-
chants and shipping, but by the time of the Song a significant shift was
underway. Chinese ship building came of age and more of the Nanyang
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trade was carried in Chinese vessels. Just as communities of foreign
merchants congregated in Chinese ports, so Chinese merchants began
to form semi-permanent communities in Southeast Asian trading
ports. Over time, due principally to official Chinese attitudes towards
overseas Chinese, these communities grew in size, to the point where
they came to constitute a permanent, complicating factor in relations
between Southeast Asia and China.
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Chinese attention during the Southern Song was always directed
north, and with good reason. The Song policy of using the Mongols to
oppose the Jurchen ended in disaster, however, when the Mongols
swept into northern China. By 1236 Mongol armies were ready to
thrust south of the Yangze, though it was not until the accession
to power of Khubilai Khan in 1260 that the Mongol conquest of
the Southern Song was pressed to its conclusion. Six years earlier, the
kingdom of Dali, successor to Nanzhao in the region of Yunnan, had
fallen to the Mongols and been incorporated within the Chinese
empire. Hangzhou was captured in 1276, and Canton, whence the
Song court had fled, succumbed the following year. Two years later,
destruction of what remained of the Song fleet gave the Mongols total
control over an expanded Chinese empire.

This was not the end of Mongol expansionism. The next target
was Southeast Asia. The incorporation of Yunnan into the empire
provided a base for operations against mainland Southeast Asian king-
doms. Burma and Vietnam both suffered invasions that were Mongol
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led but comprised mainly Chinese troops. Elements of the Song navy
captured by the invading Mongols formed the core of the war fleets
that projected Mongol power into maritime Southeast Asia. In attack-
ing Southeast Asia, however, Mongol forces encountered determined
resistance. The lesson learned was that armies from China could be
defeated on home territory where local forces had the advantage, but
that the tributary relationship thereafter needed to be re-established
as a security measure.

I\/\ongol conquests

The impact of the Mongol conquest of China on the face of it threat-
ened the very basis of the Chinese worldview. This was the first time
that the entire Chinese cultural area had fallen under barbarian rule.
Mongol military might had proved superior to Chinese virtue (de). The
Chinese response was to sinicise their conquerors. The Mongols were
incorporated into Chinese history as a Chinese dynasty, the Yuan. In
this capacity, Mongol rule for almost a century had a far-reaching
impact on China’s relations with Southeast Asia: it extended Chinese
control in the southwest over a region that topographically was more
part of Southeast Asia than of China, populated overwhelmingly by
non-Chinese peoples; it projected Mongol/Chinese sea power aggres-
sively into Southeast Asia for the first time; and it demonstrated in
both these ways the potential implications for other countries of
China’s imperial view of the world.! Let us look at each of these.

In terms of geography, environment, population and culture,
Yunnan was, and in many ways still is, a northern extension of main-
land Southeast Asia. Much of the area is a high plateau, falling away
to the south and east. Much, too, is mountainous. Through high,
narrow valleys flow the tributaries of the great rivers that water south-
ern China and mainland Southeast Asia, none navigable on their
upper reaches. But despite the difficult terrain, merchants and pilgrims
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established regular access routes from China, through Yunnan, and
down into Burma. This was the so-called southern silk route, never a
fraction as important as the northern route through Central Asia, but
a conduit nevertheless for exchange between China and India.

Who the early inhabitants of Yunnan were, we do not know,
but they were unrelated to the northern Chinese. Very limited
Chinese settlement may go back to the late fourth century BCE in the
vicinity of Kunming, and parts of Yunnan were claimed by the Han
dynasty. These were officially listed as Chinese prefectures, but admin-
istered by local rulers who, as inner barbarians, sent tribute to the Han
court. The Chinese presence was thus minimal, and during the three
centuries of division before the Sui reunified the empire, the whole
region reverted to local rule.?

Yunnan well illustrates the process of Chinese colonisation,
and the extension of Chinese imperial power. It also illustrates how
relations between Han Chinese and ‘southwestern barbarians’ were
conducted. Often adventurous individual Chinese traders were the
first to make contact with tribal peoples. Trade was mainly in forest
products, deer antlers, hides and skins, resins and aromatic woods, in
exchange for iron and salt. Once trade became established, or traders
regularly passed through tribal territory, protection would be the
excuse for administrative intervention. Tribal chiefs would be per-
suaded to acknowledge nominal (from their point of view) Chinese
suzerainty in exchange for official recognition, gifts and titles. They
thereby became part of the Chinese world, their territory incorporated
within the empire as a frontier commandery or prefecture. This pro-
vided tribal peoples with the priceless opportunity (from the Chinese
viewpoint) to become civilised; that is, to become culturally assimi-
lated, a process encouraged both by Chinese migration and settlement,
and by intermarriage, for Chinese men were seldom reluctant to take
non-Chinese brides.

This extension of Chinese influence took place in the context of
population pressure and migration. From Chinese sources it is difficult
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to trace population movements because the names assigned to tribal
groups change. Broadly speaking, however, population movements
into what is now southern China came from two directions: from the
east, as Chinese displaced Yue peoples inland from the south China
coastal provinces; and from Sichuan to the north. Tribal peoples, in
turn, were forced either to move into more marginal mountainous
country, or to migrate further west and south.

[ronically, it was the Tang policy of consolidating minor king-
doms by favouring specific tribal chiefs over their rivals that resulted
in formation of the first substantial indigenous kingdom in Yunnan. In
the early eighth century, the southernmost of six principalities or zhao
in the vicinity of the Er-hai lake gained ascendancy over the others
and established its capital at Dali. At first the kings of Nanzhao
accepted their status as inner barbarians within the Tang empire.
Tribute was offered and respects paid. But in 750, when king Ko-lo-
feng failed to obtain imperial redress for the extortions of Chinese
officials, he took his own revenge. A Nanzhao army occupied Tang ter-
ritory to the east, then convincingly defeated two Chinese armies sent
to punish him. Rebellion in China then intervened to distract Tang
attention, and Nanzhao was left to consolidate its independence. At
its greatest extent, Nanzhao comprised all of Yunnan, western
Guizhou, southern Sichuan and as far south as northern Laos and
Thailand and northeastern Burma.?

The independence of Nanzhao, and its successor kingdom of
Dali, lasted six centuries before being snuffed out with relatively little
resistance. At first Nanzhao was a powerful regional kingdom, invad-
ing Burma from 757 to 763 CE, Sichuan several times between 829
and 873, and Jiao-zhi (northern Vietnam, but then part of China)
between 861 and 866. None of these invasions succeeded in signifi-
cantly increasing the territory of Nanzhao. Central Sichuan would
have been the most valuable prize, and control over the Red River
delta would have given Nanzhao access to the sea. Both were vital for
the Tang to defend, which they did. Nor was Nanzhao able to control
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upper Burma where its victory over, and destruction of, the Pyu
kingdom only opened the way for the Burmans to become the domi-
nant ethnic group, and to establish the kingdom of Pagan.

By the end of the tenth century, an independent Vietnam and
independent Nanzhao seemed to define the limits of Chinese expan-
sion into Southeast Asia. Both had been subjected not only to
extensive sinicisation, but also to substantial Chinese settlement.
Many of these settlers had intermarried with the local population,
however, and owed little allegiance to their homeland. Both Vietnam
and Nanzhao accepted tributary status in their dealings with China, a
relationship that under the Song—when Nanzhao had contracted to
form the kingdom of Dali—settled into comfortable mutual non-
aggression.

There were important differences between Dali and Vietnam,
however, that go some way towards explaining why only the latter
retained its independence in the face of Mongol expansionism. For
one thing, Vietham was administered on the Chinese model, while
Dali was a looser, Southeast Asian mandala. Also in Vietnam the
Sino—Vietnamese ruling elite, with the backing of a relatively ethni-
cally homogeneous Muong/Viet peasantry, were determined to defend
Vietnamese independence. In Dali, the ruling elite was non-Chinese
(probably belonging to a tribal people known as the Lolo) and ruled
over a highly ethnically diverse population with less clearly defined
loyalties. In such circumstances, Chinese settlers, especially locally
powerful families, retained their cultural allegiance to what for them
was their own superior civilisation. Another reason was that for three
hundred years before the Mongols invaded, Vietnam had faced a more
uncertain, more competitive, and more strategically sensitive political
and economic environment than had Dali. Trade, both tributary and
non-tributary with China and commercially with other parts of South-
east Asia, was always more important than it was for landlocked Dali.
Moreover, while Vietnam faced a security threat from Champa to the
south as well as from China, Dali encountered no such southern threat
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and tended, as a result, to become more complacent and inward-
looking. In short, Dali was much less prepared than was Vietnam to
counter Mongol invasion.

Once the Mongols had seized control of Yunnan, they set about
administering it as a Chinese province, under Mongol direction. As
many Mongols were then Muslim, Islam was propagated and widely
embraced, so that even today Yunnan has the second largest Muslim
population (after Xinjiang) of any province of China. Given both the
topography and ethnic diversity of Yunnan, it was relatively easy,
through a policy essentially of divide and rule imposed by military
garrisons, to maintain Chinese domination. Steady, if slow, migration
that has continued up to the present day swung the balance of popu-
lation over time in favour of the Chinese, and assisted in the process
of sinicisation.

The conquest of Yunnan altered forever the relationship between
China and Southeast Asia. Strategically it projected Chinese power
to the south and west into direct contact with kingdoms and peoples
with whom they had previously had little or no intercourse at all.
These included the Burmese, the Tai of Sukhothai and Lan Na, and
the Lao of Luang Phrabang, then known as Meuang Sua. Under threat
of military invasion, all were brought within the Chinese tributary
system, thus initiating lasting diplomatic and political relations.

At the same time, new trade routes were opened up from Yunnan
into Burma and the Tai kingdoms along which Yunnanese merchants
led their hardy mountain ponies. The Venetian traveller, Marco Polo,
may also have passed this way. While overland trade never matched
sea trade in importance, it was significant for the countries involved
and for Yunnan itself, for alternative routes east were long and diffi-
cult. As the wealth of mainland Southeast Asian kingdoms grew, so
too did trading opportunities with Yunnan, though the full potential
for trade between the two regions still remains to be realised with the
improved communications envisaged for the twenty-first century.
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The projection of Mongol power

The Mongols had conquered Yunnan as part of a grand strategy to out-
flank the Southern Song, rather than to extend the Chinese empire
into Southeast Asia. The danger posed to the independent kingdoms
of Southeast Asia was soon apparent, however. Using Yunnan as a
base the Mongols intended to sweep south and east through northern
Vietnam to threaten Canton. When in 1257 permission for their
forces to pass through Vietnamese territory was refused, a Mongol army
mounted a swift invasion. The Vietnamese capital of Thang-
long (modern Hanoi), was seized and sacked, but the Vietnamese
resorted to guerrilla warfare, and as climate and disease took their
toll, the Mongols were forced to withdraw. Southern Song resistance
continued for another twenty years. Vietnam’s punishment was to
come later.

On his succession to power in 1260 as both emperor of China and
Khan of Khans, Khubilai determined to bolster his legitimacy through
enforcing the submission of tributary states, by conquest if necessary.
Though still engaged in subduing the Southern Song, Khubilai
notified all kingdoms tributary (in theory) to China that a new
dynasty had received the mandate of Heaven, and called not just for
appropriate tribute to be offered, but for submission in person by the
ruler. Particular attention was paid to Vietnam. In 1267, Khubilai
demanded not only the Vietnamese king’s personal submission, and
that his sons should reside in Beijing as hostages, but also that a pop-
ulation census be carried out to serve as the basis for taxation and
military corvée (forced labour owed to a feudal lord), and that a
Mongol governor be appointed. For the Vietnamese these conditions
were quite unacceptable, for they amounted to de facto loss of Viet-
namese independence. The Vietnamese parried these demands, while
continuing to send the usual tribute missions; but they were playing a
dangerous game. States that proved uncooperative, as did Japan,
could expect retaliation. Mongol fleets invaded Japan in 1274 and
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again in 1281, both times with disastrous results, thanks to the ‘divine
wind’ (kamikaze) that sank so many Mongol ships.

The next Mongol invasion by land was directed not at Vietnam,
however, but at Burma. The first Yuan envoys despatched to King
Narathihapate of Pagan (reigned 1256-87) came from the Mongol
governor of Yunnan. They must have been received by the Burmese
with some surprise. Only twice before had the court of Pagan dis-
patched what were probably goodwill missions to China (to the Song
in 1004 and 1106). It is not recorded what either brought, so we have
no idea whether the Burmese intention was to stimulate trade or prop-
agate Buddhism. The Song knew nothing of Pagan, except that it was
a large kingdom. Burmese gifts were nevertheless recorded as tribute,
and Pagan took its place as an outer barbarian state whose rulers had
given due recognition to the Son of Heaven. So when the Yuan
dynasty took power, Pagan was informed that tribute was due. This the
Burmese (no doubt interpreting ‘tribute’ in the Southeast Asian sense
of the word) refused to provide, though eventually a Burmese mission
did accompany the Mongol envoys back to Beijing, ostensibly to
worship a tooth of the Buddha, but more likely to gain time and infor-
mation about this new and aggressive Chinese dynasty.

Khubilai personally received the Burmese mission, and sent his
personal emissary back with it to demand that the Burmese king
present himself in person to pay hommage to the Great Khan. King
Narathihapate was so incensed at the haughty attitude of the Chinese
envoys, who apparently were reluctant to remove their shoes in his
presence, that he ordered the execution of the entire Chinese
mission. Word was slow to reach Beijing of this atrocity, and Khubi-
lai’s attention was directed elsewhere. But when the Burmese were
presumptuous enough to invade a former vassal principality that had
submitted to China, Khubilai ordered an invasion to punish this
further insolence. An army was amassed in Chongqging, then the
Mongol administrative centre for Yunnan, and in 1277 descended on
Burma. Narathihapate fled Pagan, earning himself the sobriquet in
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the Burmese chronicles of ‘the king who fled the Chinese’. Chinese and
Burmese accounts differ on the outcome of the invasion. The Chinese
claimed a victory when the Mongol cavalry stampeded the Burmese
elephant corps in a great battle east of Bhamo, but the invaders were
forced to retire without achieving any of their aims: the Burmese were
not defeated, nor was their capital taken; King Narathihapate was not
punished, nor was tribute forthcoming.’

For these reasons another invasion was ordered in 1287, led this
time by Khubilai’s grandson, Esen Temiir. Once again the
Mongol/Chinese force met stiff resistance. Meanwhile Pagan was
plunged into political crisis. King Narathihapate was poisoned by one
of his sons, while another seized the throne and offered to pay tribute
to China. This was apparently enough to convince the invaders to
withdraw before reaching Pagan. The impact on Burma had been dev-
astating, but since the Pagan dynasty continued for almost another
eighty years, the Mongol invasions alone can not be held responsible
for its collapse. Pagan was not destroyed, and while the Mongols were
not militarily defeated, climate and environment took their toll and
the two invasions were hardly worth their cost.

The next land invasions of mainland Southeast Asia took place in
1285, and between 1287 and 1289, both directed against Vietnam.
Both, however, were linked to Khubilai’s attempts to punish Champa as
well. King Jaya Indravarman VI had been reluctant to accede to Khu-
bilai’s demands that Champa send a tributary mission to the Yuan court,
led by the king in person. Like the Vietnamese, the Cham played for
time. To punish Cham procrastination, and to avenge claimed ill treat-
ment of his envoys, Khubilai ordered an attack on Champa by sea. In
1281 a fleet of one hundred ships bearing 5000 men under the
command of Sogetu, one of Khubilai’s leading generals, sailed from
Canton and landed in the vicinity of the Cham capital at Vijaya.

The Cham response was similar to the Vietnamese. The elderly
Cham king abandoned his capital and retreated into the mountains,
while the crown prince resorted to spirited guerrilla warfare. So fierce
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was Cham resistance that the Mongols decided to send a relieving
force overland through Vietnam. But again the Vietnamese objected.
This was not out of solidarity with the Cham, but because Mongol
conquest and occupation of Champa would have left Vietnam exposed
to attack on two fronts. The furious Mongol response came in 1285
when a Mongol-led Chinese force from Yunnan invaded Vietnam and
took Thang-long. As before, the Vietnamese mounted a sustained
guerrilla resistance under the inspired leadership of Tran Hung Dao,
and again heat and disease took their toll on the invaders. A Viet-
namese counterattack was successful. Remnants of the invading force,
retreating towards Yunnan, were ambushed in the mountains. Mean-
while an attempt by Sogetu to relieve the battered Mongol army ended
in his own death.

A second invasion was immediately ordered, this time from
Guangxi. A Mongol/Chinese army crossed into Vietnamese territory
in 1287 and, for the third time, seized the capital. But again the Viet-
namese resorted to guerrilla warfare. The Mongol cavalry was useless
on the Red River flood plain, and the Chinese infantry were again
ravaged by heat and disease. The following year, as the invaders ran
short of supplies, the Vietnamese won a great naval victory. Four
hundred Chinese junks were destroyed as they tried to manoeuvre in
shallow and confined Vietnamese coastal waters. The Mongol army
was again forced to retreat, suffering heavy losses on the way. Pru-
dently, both Champa and Vietnam thereupon dispatched lavish
tribute missions to the Yuan court to re-establish tributary relations,
though neither king attended in person.

So ended the Mongol attempt to extend their Chinese empire
into mainland Southeast Asia. Cambodia was never subject to the
same pressure. Having initially detained Khubilai’s envoys, the Cam-
bodian king, Jayavarman VIII, also sent tribute for fear that the
Mongol army in Champa might cross to the valley of the Mekong and
march south. Further west, the Tai/Khmer principality of Lopburi,
which had declared its independence from Angkor, sent its first tribute
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mission to the Yuan court in 1280. Others followed until 1299, though
Lopburi seems to have retained its independence into the 1340s before
being incorporated into the expanding Siamese kingdom of Ayutthaya.
In return, Chinese envoys were sent to Southeast Asian capitals, a
famous example being Zhou Daguan’s visit to Angkor in 1296-97.

The final Mongol thrust into Southeast Asia by sea was even
more daring, but just as unproductive. In 1289 Khubilai sent personal
envoys to Java to demand that King Kertanegara of Singhasari, in the
east of the island, should acknowledge Chinese suzerainty. Java had
sent three missions to the Song, in 992, 1109 and 1131. What the last
two brought was not recorded, but it seems clear from the list of valu-
able goods presented by the first mission that its principal purpose was
trade. The Javanese asked for horses, saddles and weapons, which the
Chinese gave in return, along with ‘very rich’ gifts of gold and silk.c It
was one thing to enter into diplomatic relations in order to trade,
however, but quite another to accept subject status. The Mongol
envoys returned home ‘with disfigured faces’, which probably meant
that their noses had been sliced off.

Such an insult cried for vengeance. In 1293 Khubilai dispatched
a war fleet to Java to punish Kertanegara. This was the first great pro-
jection of Chinese sea power into maritime Southeast Asia. In the
meantime, however, events in Java had moved on. Kertanegara and
several of his loyal followers were assassinated by a disgruntled vassal,
who promptly declared himself king. Soon after, the Mongol armada
reached Tuban, a port on the north central Javanese coast that had
once sent its own tribute/trade missions to China. The arrival of this
substantial force presented Prince Vijaya, Kertanegara’s son-in-law and
designated heir, with a golden opportunity. In return for accepting
Chinese suzerainty, he sought Mongol assistance in defeating the
usurper. The Mongol commander agreed and the usurper was duly
crushed. Vijaya then turned on his allies, picking off scattered contin-
gents of the Mongol force until the Mongol position became untenable
and the fleet was forced to withdraw.”
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Prince Vijaya established a new dynasty and a new capital at
Majapahit, the name by which this Hindu kingdom became known.
Thus, the Mongol intervention again failed to achieve what it had set
out to do. It had, however, played a crucial enabling role in Javanese
history. Majapahit was a powerful kingdom, comprising as its core East
Java, Madura and Bali, but with important trading interests that
extended its influence, if not its political control, across much of the
Indonesian archipelago, including Brunei and the Borneo coast. Offi-
cial relations between Majapahit and China remained sporadic, but
were resuscitated by the early Ming dynasty (between 1369 and 1382).
Trading relations were more important until Majapahit declined in the
early sixteenth century.

Although the Yuan dynasty drew a distinction between tributary
and private trade, and encouraged the former, private trade was rela-
tively free. Chinese merchants sailed to Southeast Asia and returned
with lucrative cargoes. Substantial profit margins lured wealthy fami-
lies into the Nanyang trade. New trade networks were established,
sailed by larger and more seaworthy ocean-going junks. These linked
Chinese coastal towns with ports in Southeast Asia where resident
Chinese communities developed new and sophisticated regional
trading networks and strategies.

Mongol intervention also had significant repercussions on
mainland Southeast Asia. Yuan relations with much of this region
(excluding Vietnam, Champa and Cambodia) were through the gov-
ernor of Yunnan. It would seem at first glance that the founding of
the first Tai kingdoms was in some way related to the Mongol con-
quest of Yunnan in 1253. Yet there was no sudden massive migration
of population: the Tai peoples had been slowly on the move for cen-
turies. Nor is it likely, as some have surmised, that the Mongol
example suddenly stimulated Tai energy and imagination: other
examples of organised kingdoms had long been available (not least in
Yunnan.) The rise of the Tai kingdoms is better explained by the
steady decline in Khmer power after the reign of Jayavarman VII
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(reigned 1177-12157), and the disunity of the Mon, than by such
tenuous linkages. A power vacuum existed in central mainland South-
east Asia, and the Tai filled it.

Several small Tai principalities (meuang) had come into existence
as early as the first half of the thirteenth century in what is now south-
ern China (Chiang Hung), in northern Thailand (Chiang Saen) and
as far south as Sukhothai, in northeastern Burma on the Shan plateau,
and as far west as Assam. It seems likely that these principalities
accepted Mongol hegemony in return for a free hand in their struggle
against the Mon and Khmer. By the second half of the century, charis-
matic rulers were able to weld together larger kingdoms. King
Ramkhamhaeng (reigned 12797-1298?) expanded Sukhothai to become
a powerful Tai kingdom comprising most of central Thailand and
stretching east as far as Viang Chan, south down the Kra Isthmus to
Ligor, and west to Pegu. To the north King Mangrai conquered the
former Mon kingdom of Haripunjaya (1281) to form the kingdom of
Lan Na. In 1292 he established his new capital at Chiang Mai.

The only threat to expanding Tai power came in 1287 when the
Mongols invaded Pagan for the second time. The three most powerful
northern Tai princes came together the same year to conclude a pact
to oppose any Mongol invasion of their territories. When Chiang
Hung fell to Yuan forces in 1292, Mangrai came to the aid of its ruler
and retook the city. Four years later the city again twice changed
hands. A major Mongol campaign in 1301 turned out to be a complete
disaster, and only emboldened the Tai to raid further north into
Chinese territory. At length diplomacy won the day. King
Ramkhamhaeng of Sukhothai had sent his first tribute mission to
Beijing in 1292, in response to the arrival of a Chinese mission ten
years earlier inviting Sukhothai to acknowledge Chinese suzerainty.
The delay may have reflected Siamese resistance to this, and the
mission, when it was despatched, may have been a shrewd insurance
measure, given events in Burma and Java, against possible Mongol
intervention (which, as we know, was requested by Lopburi). This first
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Siamese embassy was followed by several more as the value of
Sino-Siamese trade became evident. One mission may even have been
led by the king himself. Among the valuable presents Ramkhamhaeng
is said to have received were a number of Chinese potters who estab-
lished ceramic kilns at Sukhothai and Sawankhalok. Lan Na did not
send its first tribute mission to Beijing until 1312, followed by six more
to 1347, by which time the Yuan dynasty was already in decline.

Implications for Southeast Asia

The impact and significance of these momentous events, covering the
second half of the thirteenth century, for relations between China and
the countries of Southeast Asia were considerable. The importance of
the extension of Chinese power south from Sichuan into Yunnan has
already been noted. It opened up a whole new area for Chinese migra-
tion and settlement, not just in Yunnan, but also in the largely
non-Chinese populated provinces of Guangxi and Guizhou. This
placed intolerable pressure on minority groups who had either to
retreat deeper into the mountains or submit to Chinese administra-
tion, assimilation and exploitation. A trickle of minority peoples south
out of southern China into northern Laos, Burma and Thailand con-
tinues to this day.

Opverland invasion of Burma and Vietnam taught the kingdoms
of mainland Southeast Asia the very real threat of Chinese armed
intervention. I say ‘Chinese’ and not ‘Mongol’ because although
these armies were Mongol-led and included contingents of Mongol
cavalry, they comprised mainly Chinese troops. Moreover, they
came from China in the name of a ruler who proclaimed himself
emperor of China. So though these invasions can be seen as a con-
tinuation of aggressive and expansionist policies pursued by Mongol
rulers, for the peoples of Southeast Asia they were projections of
Chinese power.
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In turning their attention to Southeast Asia, the Mongols
enjoyed a strategic advantage not available to most Chinese dynasties:
they did not fear attack on the empire’s northern frontiers. This may
not have been evident, however, to Southeast Asian rulers and their
advisers. Moreover, the failure of invasions of Burma and Vietnam to
secure their military objectives suggests two things: one is that despite
their formidable military might, the Mongols overreached themselves;
and the second is that they were entirely ignorant of conditions of
warfare in these countries, both in terms of climate and environment,
and with respect to the sustained opposition they were likely to
encounter.

Ruling elites in Southeast Asia probably drew other conclu-
sions. They had, after all, fought Chinese armies to a standstill, but
only after suffering terrible devastation. Moreover, successful defence
of territory was no guarantee that another invasion would not follow,
as it did for the Vietnamese. The best way to avoid that was to
acknowledge Chinese suzerainty and the superiority of the Son of
Heaven. The way to ensure security, in short, was to send a tribute
mission, and thereby participate in the Chinese world order. Investi-
ture might be as a vassal king of the Chinese emperor, but for
the royal courts of Southeast Asia this was recognition that also
reinforced political legitimacy.

One thing worth remarking on, in assessing the response of
Southeast Asian kingdoms to the Mongol threat, is the lack of con-
certed action. Apart from the brief alliance between the Tai kings of
Sukhothai, Lan Na and Phayao in response to the Mongol invasion
of Burma, the countries of mainland Southeast Asia did not conclude
any defensive pact or treaty. No attempt was made to form an anti-
Chinese coalition. A suggestion by Champa to conclude an alliance
with Dai Viet was rebuffed, and hatreds ran too deep between Champa
and Cambodia after a series of wars and the mutual sack of each others’
capitals. Ruling elites were indeed more likely to take advantage of the
predicament of other kingdoms than to come to their aid.
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This response has more to do with mandala relations and the
workings of karma than with a failure of nerve or diplomacy. The
kingdoms of Southeast Asia, both mainland and maritime, were in
frequent communication with each other. Their trading contacts
provided useful sources of information about conditions elsewhere,
political as well as economic. Powerful kings sought queens from
distant kingdoms as evidence of their prestige and power. One of
Kertanegara’s principal queens, for example, was a Cham princess.®
There was apparently little, therefore, to prevent the formation of
some kind of coalition in order to present a unified opposition to
Chinese power. Yet this never happened. Balance-of-power thinking
is European, not Southeast Asian. For Southeast Asian rulers there
was another, surer way to ensure the security of their realms, and that
was by acquiescing in the Chinese world order, humiliating though
this might occasionally be.

The events of the second half of the thirteenth century proved,
however, that the Chinese world order also had its downside for those
on the receiving end. In dispatching envoys to all those states listed in
Chinese records as tributaries to the Middle Kingdom, Khubilai Khan
was responding as previous Chinese emperors had done when found-
ing new dynasties. He sought thereby to exalt himself as Son of
Heaven through reinforcing the Chinese world order. The ritual pres-
entation of homage and tribute constituted public and formal
endorsement of the hierarchical relationships that comprised that
order. Failure to respond risked imperial vengeance. Thus for mainland
Southeast Asian kingdoms in particular, reunification of the Middle
Kingdom under a new dynasty ushered in a dangerous period of threat-
ened intervention.

For the maritime kingdoms, the lessons were somewhat differ-
ent. The projection of Chinese sea power was worrying, for China
evidently had the means to construct a powerful navy (as the Ming
were again to demonstrate). But the Yuan navy was a patchwork
force including elements of both the Song and Korean navies. For a
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land-based people, the Mongols had taken to the sea with remarkable
alacrity, but they had done so with insufficient preparation and plan-
ning, in a knee-jerk response to the treatment of their envoys. The
armada dispatched against Japan was substantial, but the fleet that
sailed for Java was insufficient to defeat a powerful kingdom. The
Javanese could take pride in the way they had, through tactical decep-
tion and martial ability, defeated the invaders. They had not had to
rely upon divine protection, as had the Japanese, but had simply used
their own guile and fighting skills. For the Javanese, therefore, a
danger lay in underestimating the Chinese threat.

Changing worldviews

The Yuan dynasty enjoyed only a century of power, the last few years
of which were a period of decline. This was a crucial time in the history
of Southeast Asia, for it saw the consolidation of new kingdoms that
would endure well into the sixteenth century, when they were first
visited by Europeans, and in most cases well beyond. More impor-
tantly, it saw the rise of new religions (Theravada Buddhism in
mainland Southeast Asia; Islam in the Malay world) that continue
both to characterise and divide the region. Theravada Buddhism was
already well established in Burma when, in the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries, it was adopted by the Siamese and Lao, and replaced
both Hinduism and Mahayana Buddhism in Cambodia. Its worldview
shared much with Hinduism, particularly belief in karma (though the
Buddhist notion focused more on intention than on action: what one
thinks is as important for Buddhists as what one does). Theravada
Buddhism placed more emphasis on impermanence and individual
effort. Like Confucianism, it endorsed social hierarchy, but for very
different reasons that allowed more scope for individual initiative in
the face of social conformity. Most importantly for China—Southeast
Asian relations, however, Theravada Buddhism endorsed the Indian
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mandala relationship between polities, with its emphasis on contin-
gency and flexibility.

Theravada Buddhist kings took particular pains to structure their
kingdoms as microcosmic replicas of the divine macrocosm. At the
centre stood the palace, earthly equivalent of the divine abode of
the gods on Mount Meru. A king’s right to rule derived both from his
superior personal karma, and from possession of the symbols of power
housed in the palace (including notably a potent Buddhist image that
served as the palladium of the dynasty or the kingdom). Kings thus
ruled over competing centres of power, each claiming superior divine
status, to be demonstrated, as circumstances permitted, through con-
quest leading to expansion of the mandala. This was a world of fluid
power, shifting relationships, and flexible responses, ready to adapt as
occasion demanded.?

Islam, as it seeped through Indonesia, carried by Muslim
merchants and missionaries, brought with it an entirely different
worldview, one that was essentially incompatible with the earlier
Hinduism and Buddhism of maritime Southeast Asia. For most of the
Malay world, Islam was at first but a thin veneer acquired through the
statement of belief in Allah and Muhammad, his Prophet, that is
required of all Muslims (those who submit to God’s will). But Islam
brought with it some potentially subversive ideas. One was that all
Muslims are equal before God, as symbolised by the ummat (the people
of God) at prayer in the mosque.® This was never enough to shake the
foundations of Malay social hierarchy, for Islam also taught obedience
and submission, which could without too much difficulty be trans-
ferred from God to man, but it did make it more difficult to accept
pretensions to superiority by non-Muslims.

As a revealed religion, Islam itself engendered a sense of superi-
ority through the exclusivity that comes from possession of divine
truth. It was a characteristic of Christianity, too, that marked both
Europeans, and subsequently Filipinos. As revealed religions, both
Islam and Christianity tended to be less tolerant of other beliefs than
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either Buddhism or Hinduism, less prepared to make room for them in
a comprehensive worldview. Beyond the ummat stood the unbelievers,
and they included most Chinese. The space this opened up between
Malays/Indonesians and overseas Chinese has hardly been bridged to
this day, for the only way to close it is through conversion.

The Islamic worldview influenced relations between China and
the Muslim Malay/Indonesian world in significant ways. Acceptance
of Islam drew the region into an alternative international order, one
that looked to sultan or caliph as primus inter pares among Muslim
rulers, designated by Allah to preside over the congregation of believ-
ers. Such a worldview allowed no cosmic dimension for the Son of
Heaven. Indeed, the very concept was blasphemous, as it was for
Christianity. Chinese power might be respected, to the point where
the rulers of minor Muslim states were prepared to perform the kowtow
before Chinese emperors, but the cosmic basis of the Chinese world
order could never be accommodated by Islam. With the conversion of
the Malay/Indonesian world to Islam, intellectual compromise with
the Chinese world order was rendered virtually impossible. While this
had little effect on trade relations, it did in time alter the context in
which official relations were conducted—not for the Chinese for
whom all official missions were taken as tributary recognition of the
exemplary virtue of the Son of Heaven, but for Malays and Indo-
nesians for whom diplomatic relations were undertaken for entirely
pragmatic reasons.

Conclusion

The Mongol invasions extended the frontiers of the Chinese empire to
include Yunnan, but their armies failed to incorporate either Burma or
Vietnam, and their war fleets failed to subdue either Japan or Java. The
lesson learned, once the aggressive phase of the dynasty subsided and it
became increasingly Chinese, was that nominal acceptance of China’s
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hegemonic dominance within a sinocentric world order was as satisfy-
ing to Chinese pride as world empire, and was far less costly.

As for the kingdoms of Southeast Asia, they had proved them-
selves tough and resilient in defence of their territories. Symbolic
submission was one thing, subjugation was another. Trade with China
continued for—under whatever dynasty—it was too important to
Southeast Asian rulers for them to quibble over China’s terms. The
Chinese world order thus remained in place, even as important parts
of Southeast Asia were adopting new ways of understanding the world
that—particularly in the case of Islam—introduced potentially incom-
patible elements that threatened to complicate any future bilateral

relations regimes worked out between Muslim Southeast Asian powers
and the Middle Kingdom.
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In 1368 the Ming replaced the Yuan dynasty, thereby returning China
to Han Chinese rule. The new dynasty was very conscious of the need
to expunge all barbarian influence, which it undertook to do in time-
honoured Chinese fashion by seeking precedents in the past. Texts
were combed, especially from the former great Chinese dynasties of the
Han and Tang, in order to determine the proper way of conduct, in
government and in foreign relations. What resulted was a systematic
restructuring of institutions based on traditions dating back to the
Zhou dynasty (and projected back even further to legendary times),
administered by a bureaucracy trained in neo-Confucian orthodoxy.
Scholar officials determined the elaborate formalities of state cere-
monies whose purpose was to reassert the supremacy of the Son of
Heaven and the Chinese world order. All aspects of foreign relations—
exchange of envoys, the reception of diplomatic missions, regulation
of trade, even extradition procedures—were systematised.

In the year of his triumph, Hongwu (reigned 1368-1398), the
first Ming emperor, dispatched envoys to all tributary states informing
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them of the change of dynasty and summoning their rulers to acknow-
ledge the new Son of Heaven. In return they were offered formal
investiture and lavish gifts. Among the first to arrive was Emperor
Tran Du Tong of Vietnam (reigned 1341-1369), King of Annam to the
Chinese, who was received with due ceremony. He was followed by
ambassadors from several other Southeast Asian kingdoms: Champa,
Cambodia, Ayutthaya (which had replaced Sukhothai in central Thai-
land), Majapahit, and several coastal principalities in Java, Sumatra
and Borneo.

Hongwu modelled himself on the Confucian ideal of a benevo-
lent ruler, while at the same time proclaiming Ming power and
superiority. This is made abundantly clear in edicts and letters he dis-
patched to subordinate rulers. As Hongwu reminded the Vietnamese
king: ‘In the highest place comes acceptance of the way of Heaven; in
the next, respect for China . . . As Son of Heaven, the emperor
desired what Heaven desired, and that was ‘untroubled harmony.” To
that end, vassal states were required to respect China’s superior status
and maintain peaceful relations with each other. In the event that
they did not, they could expect to be admonished by the emperor, or
even punished by a Chinese military force.

For his part, the emperor committed himself to treating all
peoples justly and impartially. Hongwu assured his tributaries that:
‘Every land on which the sun and moon shine I look on with the same
benevolence.” Nor would China abuse her superior power by taking
aggressive action. Neighbouring kingdoms need have no fear. Their
security was assured simply by accepting Heaven’s way and the
emperor’s commands. Hongwu even listed (in 1395) those countries,
by direction, that China pledged not to attack without provocation.
These included, to the south, all the countries of Southeast Asia,
beginning with Vietnam. The list specifically excluded the nomad
peoples to the north and northwest.

Despite these reassurances and their high moral tone, however,
the Chinese conception of tributary relations and how to enforce them
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had changed.’ This was thanks to the Mongols. Whereas the Tang
and Song dynasties had, for the most part, relied upon the power of
virtue (de) to convince barbarians to acknowledge Chinese suzerainty
and superiority, the Yuan had relied much more on ‘majesty’ (wei), and
military force, to extend the empire and subdue foreign powers. As bar-
barians themselves, the Mongols could claim little virtue, in Chinese
eyes at least, and their loss of the mandate of Heaven only confirmed
this. The Ming, by contrast, claimed great virtue; but they did not
forget the lesson of the Yuan: where foreign relations were concerned,
they saw ‘no real contradiction’ between virtue and force, providing
the force was applied by a virtuous ruler.*

The tributary system

Under the Ming, imperial authority was extended to include all rela-
tions between Chinese and barbarians, including trade relations.
Private overseas trade by Chinese merchants was prohibited and
Chinese were forbidden to voyage abroad. The only officially sanc-
tioned trade was by merchants from countries that acknowledged
Chinese suzerainty, and then only when they accompanied actual
tribute missions. Such trade attracted only a minimal 6 per cent tax, a
clear indication that the dynasty did not count on trade as a major
source of revenue. Three ports only were designated to receive tribute
missions, depending on where they came from. The port for missions
from Southeast Asia was Canton, though the envoys of some inland
kingdoms arrived via Kunming.

The whole tributary system was also placed on a more formal
footing. Regulations were issued specifying how tribute was to be
offered and how frequently. ‘Near countries’ on China’s borders, such
as Vietnam, were required to send tribute every three years. ‘Distant
countries’, which included all of Southeast Asia beyond Champa, were
required to send tribute only ‘infrequently’. Tribute did not need to be
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lavish, Hongwu told Vietnam, and should not be a burden: the inten-
tion was what counted. The symbolism of ritual submission took
precedence over economic benefit.s

An elaborate ceremonial was put in place, based on historical
precedent. Court officials greeted the envoys, and prepared them for the
emperor’s banquet at which a tributary memorial was presented, along
with ‘local produce’, the more exotic the better. Envoys were instructed
how to behave and when to kowtow. Less important banquets followed
until it was time to leave the capital, escorted by an appropriate official.
Even more revealing of the Chinese view of the world were the equally
detailed instructions on how Chinese envoys were to be received by
foreign courts, especially when bearing an imperial edict or seal of
office for the investiture of the ruler as a Chinese vassal.

More Chinese envoys travelled abroad during the early Ming
than at any other time in the history of relations between China and
Southeast Asia. Five were despatched to Ayutthaya by Hongwu, for
example, and nine by Yongle. They came to instruct as well as inform,
to let Southeast Asian courts know exactly what was expected of
them. Their demeanor was both superior and patronising, as was the
message they carried. The ritual for the reception of Chinese envoys
reflected in large part the ritual for the reception of tributary missions
in China. Some Southeast Asian kingdoms went to great lengths to
impress visiting Chinese envoys, for this was an opportunity for recip-
rocal demonstrations of royal power and wealth. Great reverence
would be shown to an imperial edict or letter, but in Siam, for example,
the envoy was led into the royal presence barefooted and was required
to prostrate himself three times before the king. Even during the early
Ming, however, more embassies were sent to China from Southeast
Asia than were received from China. In fact, more missions were dis-
patched from Cambodia in the first fifty years of the Ming than were
sent throughout the rest of the Angkor period (802-1431).

The new Ming restrictions applying to trade reduced both its
volume and value. In response, Southeast Asian principalities and
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some larger kingdoms attempted to increase trade by dispatching
missions more frequently. Srivijaya, for example, sent six missions in
the space of seven years, while Siam and Cambodia also markedly
increased the number of tribute missions. Some private merchants
attempted to disguise trade in the form of bogus official missions, but
Ming officials applied strict criteria for verifying the authenticity of
embassies and issued warnings against such ventures.

Southeast Asian rulers were not averse to the official trade
regime imposed by the Ming, for it reduced competition from private
traders. Private Chinese merchants, by contrast, especially those from
coastal Fujian who had been engaged in free trade with the Nanyang
over the previous two centuries, were most unhappy, and immediately
set about circumventing the new restrictions. Many resorted to smug-
gling, which increased dramatically, encouraging piracy in its wake.
Others sought to cooperate closely with official tributary missions,
even going so far, as in Ayutthaya, as effectively to manage tributary
trade to the joint benefit of both court and merchants. In a few cases
ethnic Chinese actually led official missions (from Java in the 1430s
and 1440s, and from Siam in 1478 and 1481).¢

Despite the increase in smuggling and in the frequency of tribute
missions, the total volume of trade between Southeast Asia and China
declined in the last decades of the fourteenth century. This had a
serious impact, especially on smaller Malay trading settlements, and
indirectly provoked political disturbances. Thus attempts by south
Sumatran ports, such as Malayu, to gain Chinese recognition as in-
dependent polities, indirectly provoked their conquest by Javanese
Majapahit. Another effect was to increase the resident Chinese popu-
lation in Southeast Asia, as merchants feared reprisals if they returned
to China. Some merchant families in China fled abroad for fear of
prosecution or persecution. In order to maintain their commercial
buying networks, Chinese merchant communities in Southeast Asia
redirected trade towards the muslim West, while waiting for the situ-
ation in China to ameliorate.
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Chinese foreign policy under the Ming, as reflected in the new
regulations on tribute and trade, obviously cannot be understood purely
in economic or commercial terms. The first Ming emperor was not in-
terested in generating wealth through tribute or trade. But he was
interested in reimposing a Chinese world order, in which China was uni-
versally accorded supreme status as the Middle Kingdom, and all
countries acknowledged the power of the emperor’s virtue. Limitations
on foreign travel and trade were designed to impose imperial control
over all Chinese, and to minimise contacts between Chinese and non-
Chinese that might cause friction. Stipulations on tribute were designed
to place foreign relations on a formal footing, regulated by prescribed
ritual (k).

[t should be noted that because China stood at the centre of the
world, and because the emperor enjoyed the mandate of Heaven, any
friction that arose in foreign relations was necessarily due to the failure
of vassal kingdoms to act in accordance with Chinese expectations. In
such cases punishment might be necessary—always because China had
been provoked, and always to restore the peace that China desired—on
China’s terms. Given the Chinese conceptions of hierarchy and
harmony, it was always possible to justify aggressive policies in high
moral terms when it was in China’s interest to do so. An example of this
self-serving approach from Hongwu'’s reign was the reimposition of
Chinese domination over the non-Chinese people of Yunnan, who in
the later Yuan period had regained much of their former independence.

Ming expansionism

There were good reasons for Ming concern that the southern frontier
should remain peaceful. Unlike the Yuan, the Ming again faced a
hostile coalition of Mongols and Turks on the grasslands to the north
and west. Hongwu did not want any unrest in the south, either in
Yunnan or in Vietnam. In 1380, the decision was taken to reincorporate
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Yunnan into the empire, on the pretext that the presence in Kunming
of a Mongol prince posed a threat to the dynasty. A force of almost a
quarter of a million men took first Kunming, then Dali, but it was
another three years before the region was declared ‘pacified’, and then
only after considerable loss of life. Principalities ruled by non-Chinese
were overthrown in both Yunnan and Guizhou and either made to
acknowledge Chinese suzerainty through payment of an annual
tribute, or brought under direct Chinese administration. In 1388, the
first of three invasions was launched against the Tai principality of
Luchuan, southwest of Dali, an area never previously claimed by any
Chinese dynasty. The independence of Vietnam was not threatened
during Hongwu'’s reign, though it was required, as a Chinese vassal
state, to supply rice to Ming forces in Guizhou.

The Chinese invasion and conquest of Dali extended the south-
ern frontier of the empire, while Chinese migration into the region
reinforced Chinese control. Yet these actions were rationalised not in
strategic or security terms, but as punishment for refusing to acknow-
ledge Chinese suzerainty and for ‘obstructing culture’.” Emperor
Hongwu'’s proclamation that he had no intention of attacking small
barbarian countries in Southeast Asia had proved hollow for the Tai
principalities on China’s southern frontier, for a pretext had easily
been found that they were ‘causing trouble’.

Hongwu and his Confucian court did not see themselves as
pursuing an aggressive foreign policy. Instead, they saw foreign relations
as flowing naturally from a reassertion of Chinese rule within the
Middle Kingdom, which brought with it restoration of the cosmologi-
cal basis of the Chinese world order. The barbarian Yuan had been
defeated because, lacking virtue (de), they had lost the mandate to rule.
The de of the new dynasty could not be taken for granted, however. Its
real and practical proof lay in acknowledgment of China’s superior
status at the summit of the hierarchy of powers through homage and
tribute, and in the universal extension of peace and harmony beyond
China’s frontiers—if necessary through the use of force.®
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The second great Ming emperor, Yongle (reigned 1402-1424),
only succeeded in gaining the throne after three years of civil war, as
a usurper at the expense of his nephew. This may have been why he
was determined to enhance his own status as emperor by bringing all
the known world within the Chinese world order, with himself at
the centre. Modelling himself on the great conquering emperors of the
past, Han Wudi and Tang Taizong, Yongle embarked upon a series of
maritime expeditions and military campaigns to extend Chinese influ-
ence throughout the Nanyang and into Central Asia.

Yongle’s attention was attracted to the Nanyang in part because
the conquests of Timur (Tamerlane), the last of the great Mongol
conquerors, had severed trade routes to the west through Central
Asia. This forced the new emperor to reassess his predecessor’s policy
towards seaborne trade. But in 1405, Timur died and the empire
he had created split apart. The Mongols and Tartars were still both
powerful forces, but their disunity provided Yongle with an oppor-
tunity to play one off against the other, and so neutralise the Mongol
threat to north China. Between 1410 and 1424, Yongle personally
led five great, ultimately futile military campaigns deep into the
grasslands. To mount these campaigns he moved the Ming capital
from Nanjing to Beijing, a mere 60 kilometres from the Great Wall,
where it has remained ever since (but for brief interludes). Thus
within his own reign did Yongle’s attention shift from the sea
to the steppes; and there the attention of his successors remained
focused.

Yongle’s first priority, however, was to project Chinese power
south. The Chinese hold on Yunnan was reinforced and extended.
Beyond lay a ring of tributary kingdoms designated as ‘pacification
superintendencies’ whose responsibility was to keep the peace along
China’s frontiers. These included the the Tai principalities of
Luchuan and Cheli (Sipsong Phan Na), the Lao kingdom of Lan
Xang, the kingdom of Lan Na in northern Thailand, and the kingdom
of Ava in Burma, all of whose rulers were designated ‘pacification
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superintendents’, with the status of Chinese ministers. All conducted
their official relations with China via Yunnan.

None of these ‘pacification superintendencies’ had ever been
administratively part of China. But there was one area that once had
been part of the empire, and that was, of course, Vietham. The Ming
attempt to reimpose Chinese rule over Vietnam coincided with its pro-
jection of naval power into the Nanyang and beyond, and clearly
formed part of a concerted policy both to expand the empire and to
strengthen and extend Chinese influence.

In 1400 a powerful Vietnamese mandarin named Ho Quy Ly took
advantage of the political turmoil in China to replace the child
emperor of Vietnam, last of the Tran dynasty, with his own son and to
proclaim a new dynasty. Once the Yongle Emperor’s victory was
assured, tribute was sent to the new Son of Heaven, who graciously
recognised the new Vietnamese dynasty. However, in response to
appeals by supplicants claiming to be members of the Tran royal family,
Yongle saw an opportunity to reassert Chinese control over Vietnam,
and seized it.

The pretexts given for the Ming invasion of Vietnam in 1406
focused on the crimes committed by Ho Quy Ly and the need to
punish them in order to protect the Vietnamese people. Forgotten
were the reassurances of Hongwu that Vietnam need not fear Chinese
attack. As always, aggressive Chinese action was given moral justifi-
cation by placing all the blame on Vietnam. Twenty crimes were listed,
the most serious of which were that the Vietnamese had murdered the
legitimate Tran ruler and his family, and assassinated the Chinese-
backed Tran pretender; that they had deceived the Chinese about the
Ho usurpation; that they had insulted China by sending a criminal as
an envoy; that they had encroached on Chinese territory; and that
they had attacked Champa, a vassal of China, and annexed some of
its territory.’ In other words, Ho Quy Ly had disrupted the peace and
order that China desired to maintain on its southern frontier. All
Yongle intended in invading Vietnam, so he claimed, was to restore
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the legitimate Tran dynasty and so restore harmony and well-being to
the country and the region. Despite assuring the Vietnamese that they
were all his children, the force that Yongle dispatched carried out a
massive slaughter. Vietnamese resistance was fierce and tens of thou-
sands were killed before the Vietnamese capital was taken and Ho Quy
Ly captured.®

The Ming hardly had the intention of restoring independent
Tran rule, for Vietnam was immediately incorporated into the Chinese
empire as a province under the old name of Jiao-zhi, with all the para-
phernalia of Chinese administration soon in place. The justification
for this was that Vietnam had previously been a province of China.
During its four centuries of independence China had ‘been engaged
with many things’ and so had been prevented from reasserting
control." An annual tribute was imposed of silk, lacquerwork, aromatic
woods and kingfisher feathers, and taxes levied. Private overseas trade
was banned, as elsewhere in the empire, and the Vietnamese economy
was subordinated to that of China.

The annexation of Vietnam constituted the second major south-
ern extension of Chinese power south, after Yunnan. Had it been
successful, the shape of relations between China and Southeast Asia
would today be very different. As it was, however, the ‘peaceful south’
(Annam) was never pacified. Vietnamese resistance continued,
waiting only for the right political circumstances to expel the invaders.
In the meantime, the Yongle Emperor turned from the land to the sea
as a means of projecting Chinese power.

The Ming voyages

Between 1405 and 1433, a remarkable series of seven great maritime
expeditions were mounted, all but the last on the orders of the Yongle
Emperor. Apart from materially contributing to the prestige and pros-
perity of the Middle Kingdom, the impact of these voyages was felt for
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years far beyond China’s shores. Just the bare outline of these seven
voyages is impressive enough.” The first expedition of 1405-07 com-
prised 317 ships, 62 of them so-called ‘treasure ships’, great five-masted
ocean-going junks up to 120 metres (400 feet) in length and 50 metres
(160 feet) wide, with up to nine masts, four decks, and watertight bulk-
heads. They were thus several times larger than the largest Portuguese
caravelles that sailed into the Indian Ocean a century later, and repre-
sented the pinnacle of fifteenth-century maritime technology. At its
height, Yongle’s navy counted 250 of these vessels of seven different
kinds, the largest capable of carrying 500 men, along with over 3000
warships provisioned by 400 armed supply vessels.

The first fleet carried 27 870 men, including officers, soldiers,
seamen, interpreters, medical orderlies, various artisans skilled in boat
repair and maintenance, and numerous officials in charge of every-
thing from rationing stores and purchasing supplies, to valuing and
keeping meticulous accounts of the treasure, gifts and trade goods
exchanged. This expedition, like subsequent ones, was under the
overall command of the grand imperial eunuch, Admiral Zheng He, a
Muslim from Yunnan who had gained imperial favour for his military
prowess. The fleet visited at least ten countries, as far as Cochin and
Calicut on the Malibar coast of southern India, where it stayed for
about four months awaiting a change in the monsoon winds before the
return voyage.

The next two voyages took place in 1407-09 and 1409-11. Both
again went to Calicut, though the third also visited Sri Lanka. The
fourth voyage, from 1413 to 1415, went beyond India for the first time,
as far as Hormuz at the mouth of the Persian Gulf. It comprised 63
ships carrying 28 560 men. The fifth expedition of 1417-19 sailed
even further, down the coast of Africa as far as Malindi, just north of
Mombasa. No record survives of the complement of ships and men on
this or the sixth expedition (1421-22), which reached Aden and the
Somali ports of Mogadishu and Brava. On all these voyages, elements
of the fleet were directed to other ports of call, including the Andaman
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Reconstruction of Ming ‘treasure ship’ compared to Columbus’s St Maria, fifteenth
century. (Jan Adkins from Louise E. Levathes, When China Ruled the Seas,
Simon and Schuster, New York, 1994.)

and Nicobar Islands and Bengal. The furthest of these subsidiary
voyages was to Mecca, the most distant place to send an envoy to the
Ming court.

The sixth expedition was the last despatched by the Yongle
emperor. After it came a break of ten years, during which there was
steady retraction of Chinese sea power and presence overseas. Laden
with honours, Admiral Zheng He was named ‘Defender’ of Nanjing
and given responsibilities ashore. Then, in 1430, the Xuande
emperor, perhaps in emulation of Yongle, ordered Zheng He, at the
age of fifty-nine, to undertake one last voyage. This lasted from 1431
to 1433. More than 100 large ships transported 27 550 men to twenty
destinations, though not all were visited by the main fleet. Zheng He
died in 1435 at Nanjing, where his tomb can still be seen. In the
course of his seven voyages he had personally visited thirty-seven
countries as the foremost ambassador of his age.
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These Ming voyages have attracted considerable scholarly
interest, as much for their unexploited potential as for their impor-
tance for the history of Chinese foreign relations and diplomacy.
Nowhere in the Ming records is the purpose of these great expeditions
explicitly stated. Scholars have debated the reasons why they were
dispatched, why they were on such a vast scale, why they ended so
abruptly, and why they were all but forgotten subsequently. That these
expeditions—or at least the first one or two—were dispatched to seek
out Yongle’s young nephew (and pretender to the throne) can proba-
bly be dismissed. Personal aggrandisement and Yongle’s need to bolster
his political legitimacy by ensuring that a steady stream of foreign
ambassadors came to pay him homage in his new capital at Beijing
almost certainly played a part. Another possible reason may have been
that closure of overland trade routes convinced Yongle of the need to
compensate by controlling maritime routes. There is evidence that
imports of goods from both Southeast and South Asia fell short of
demand during the Hongwu period, and Yongle required a steady
supply of luxuries. Moreover, as the emperor was personally interested
in fostering diplomatic relations with Southeast Asia and the Western
Ocean, he may have wanted more information about them.

These reasons, even combined, are still not entirely convincing.
Even though Chinese demand for overseas products had grown sub-
stantially since the days of the Tang and Song, this could presumably
have been met by encouraging more private traders to come to
Chinese ports. For the Ming, however, maritime trade had to accom-
pany tribute, not just to ensure official control over greedy merchants,
but to enforce acceptance of the Chinese world order.

The size of the Ming fleets was designed to overawe and bring
submission through recognition of the superiority of Chinese civili-
sation and power. Ideally, power was not to be used in an aggressive
way. Ritualised submission was sufficient to satisfy the Ming court that
surrounding kingdoms accepted the Chinese world order and its status
hierarchy. To explain how this worked, Zheng He carried with him

86



Sea power, tribute and trade

thousands of copies of Chinese texts to be distributed to local rulers for
their edification.

There was, in other words, a powerful ideological purpose behind
the Ming voyages. They were designed to convince the known world
to accept their designated place within the Chinese world order. At
the centre stood the Son of Heaven, whose cosmic role was to ensure
through the power of his virtue (de) the universal peace and harmony
essential to human welfare. This universal ambition had to include all
those countries whose merchants traded at Chinese ports—Arabs, Per-
sians and Indians, as well as Malays, Thai and Cham. By continuing
on from India to Hormuz and Mecca, Zheng He, good Muslim that he
was, brought the world known to China within the Chinese world
order.

Early Ming rhetoric makes abundantly clear the intention of the
dynasty to reestablish the Chinese ‘imperial order’. The lofty toler-
ance, the benevolence and impartiality, masked a reality with regard to
power that the Ming were determined should be well understood.
Power had always formed a crucial dimension of the hierarchical
Chinese world order. China stood at the centre of the world, not just
because of its superior civilisation and the virtue of the emperor, but
because of its imperial power—to command, enforce, and punish if
necessary. Zheng He’s kid gloves of diplomacy only partially masked his
capacity to enforce the order he represented. The very size of his fleet
and the soldiers at his command were designed to amaze and over-
whelm, to coerce through fear.

Although the voyages were designed to bring even far countries
in the Western Ocean, including India itself, within the Chinese world
order, their impact on Southeast Asia was especially great. Each fleet
had to wait for up to four months in a port on the north Javanese or
east Sumatran coast, or at Melaka, in order to catch the east—west
monsoon, more than enough time to become well informed about
local politics and economic opportunities and, in particular, the activ-
ities of overseas Chinese.
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The ambiguity of official Chinese relations with overseas
Chinese is well illustrated by the case of Srivijaya, centred on Palem-
bang in southern Sumatra. Srivijaya was by then a declining power,
recently reduced to the status of a dependency of the Javanese
kingdom of Majapahit. But Palembang remained a major Chinese
trading centre with a large resident Chinese population. As strong
local government collapsed, Chinese traders elected their own leader
who obtained the blessing of the Ming court. Peaceful transit for mer-
chant shipping through the vital Melaka Strait was thereby assured.
When in 1405 a Chinese pirate, Chen Zuyi, seized control of Palem-
bang, Zheng He attacked and defeated him. Seventeen ships were sunk
or seized, and more than 5000 of Chen’s men killed in a series of
engagements over three months. Chen was sent in chains to China,
where he was beheaded. One message from these events was clear:
force would be used to ensure peaceful conditions for legitimate trade.
Another was less evident: the interests of China took precedence over
those of Chinese overseas.

Force was also used to ensure respect for China’s imperial order.
In 1411 Zheng He returned from his third voyage via Beruwala, on the
west coast of Sri Lanka. There the local Sinhalese ruler rashly refused
to acknowledge Chinese suzerainty. Conflict arose and several battles
were fought, resulting in a decisive Chinese victory. The king, his
family, and several leading officials were carried off as captives to
Beijing. There Yongle demonstrated his benevolence by releasing
them and permitting 