
CONCEPI'IOHS OF STATE AND KIHGSHIP IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 



T:!E CORI-TELL IDH:VERSITY SOUTHEAST ASIA PROGRA; l 

The Southeast Acin Progrmn Hao or3nnizcd ut Corncll 
Unive.rr;ity in the Depnrtmcnt o:C :?nr E.cstern Studies (nou the 
Department o:Z Asinn StudieD) in 1950. It is n teaching and 
resenrch progrmn o~ interdisciplinary studies in the humanities, 
social sciences, and some natural sciences. It deals Hith 
Southeast Asia as a region, and Hith the individual countries 
o:i: the area: Burma, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Halaya, the 
Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam. 

The activities or: the Program are carried on both at 
Cornell and in Southeast Asia. They include an undergraduate 
and graduate curriculum at Cornell which provides instruction 
by specialists in Southeast Asian cultural history and present­
day a:Z:Zairs, and o~~ers intensive trainine; in each o2 the major 
languages o.Z the area. Ti1e Program sponsors group research 
projects on Thailand, on Indonesia, on the Philippines, and on 
the area's Chinese minorities. At the same time, individual 
sta£.:: and students of tl1e Program have done ~ield research in 
every Southeast Asian country. 

A list oZ publications relating to Southeast Asia 't-Jhich may 
be obtained on prepnid order directly Zrom the Program of:Zice is 
given at the end of this volume. Iniormation on the Program 
staf:2, fello"t-Jships, requirements :(or det;rees, and current course 
o:ferings uill be ::ound in on Announcement of the Department o::3 
Asian Studies, obtninable fromthe- Di-rector, Southeast Asia 
Progrnm, Ii'rnnklin llall, Cornell University, Ithaca, HelJ York. 



CONCEPTIONS OF STATE AND KINGSHIP IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 

(Revised version of an article published in THE FAR EASTERN QUARTERLY, 

Vol. 2, pp. 15-30, November 1942) 

by 

Robert Heine-Geldern 

Data Paper: Number 18 
Southeast Asia Program 

Department of Asian Studies 
Cornell University, Ithaca, New York 

April, 1956 

$1.00 



Second Printing, June 1963 

Third Printing, April 1968 



FOREHORD 

Professor Robert !leine-celdern o:f the University of Vienna is clearly 
the doyen of all anthropologists specializing in the whole :region to uhich 
he himseH has helped attach the label of 11Southeast Asia." llis broad 
anthropological traini~g, his acute scholarship, and his deep humanistic 
interests have been devoted almost entirely to this area for forty very 
prothctive years. The section on "S:.tdostasian", almost three hundred pages 
in leagth, which he contributed in 1923 to the second volume of Geors 
Buschan's ~].lus.tr:iertP. VcHk~!b .. '.!!!!£. is still, in spite of much outdating, 
the best available detailed account of the prehistoric and historic physical, 
linp.:.istic, and cultural types of this a:~thropologically sigr..ificant but 
contp.Lex part of Asia. His early definition oi: the Southeast Asian culture 
arsa as e:~:t:ending from Assam east't-7a::-ds to incluoe aboriginal Tahnm and 
from Soutb.:;1rn China southwards through the Indian archipelago stands among 
anthropolc0ists today. For the island tV'orld he adopted the Greek term 
11Ir.J.o~esia 11 , firct advanced in the 1360's by the Germ:m anthropologist 
Bastian, later incorporated into the Halayo-Polynesian languages of the 
East Indie-:; (although its use there was forbidden by the Dutch), and noH 
the name o:E the sixth most populous nation of the "t-lorld. This recognition 
of ethnogxaphic Indonesia as a part of SoL:theast Asia has helped anthro­
pologists understand some of the basic cultural similarities '~>1hich existed 
in the region ba:Core it was inHuenced by Chinese, Indic, 11oslem and North 
Atlantic civilizations. 

The present paper by Dr. Heine-Geldern is an interesting contribution 
to an aspect o-f the political development of this region under influences 
coming particularly from or through India. The paper has been used at 
Cornell University as an assigned reading in courses on Southeast Asia 
since ita first publication in~ Far Eastern Quarterly. Now withcthe 
very kin4 editorial permission of the Far Eastern Association and o~ Dr. 
lleine..Celdern, and l'lith a few minor changes incorporated at the suggestion 
of the author, the paper is issued by the Cornell Southeast Asia Program 
in the hope that it may be found useful in the increasing number of courses 
being given on this area in academic institutions. 

This forel!7ord is ·Hritten with a special sense o:Z gratitude by the 
undersigned, who began his anthropological studies of Southeast Asia in 
Vienna in 1930 under Dr. Heine-Geldern 1 s able guidance. To a fine scholar 
and teacher ll7ho has done so much for Southeast Asian studies in America 
as else-where. sin~e:s;~ p~rson~l nno p--...v::4'1ntdoual thanks are offered. 

Department of Far Eastern Studies 
Cornell University 
Ithaca, Ne't-1 York 
April, 1956 

Lauriston Sharp, Director 
Sou~hea~t Asin Program 
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CONCEPTIONS OF STATE MID KIHGSHD? IH SOliTIIEAST ASIA 

At a time Hl:len the l·7hole political system o:: Southeast Asia seems 
to be in a new cycle of development, dominated by native :::orces, an 
inquiry into the ideological :Coundations of native government will not 
be out o:2 place and, perhaps, l·7ill even be o:l: more than purely theoret:i­
cal interest. Hhat l-7ere the religious end philosophical conceptions 
l-7hich underlay and shaped the states o::: Southeast Asia? Are they still 
living forces Hith ,:1hich He have to count or are they dead and ~one? Is 
it possible to inoculate new ideas into old traditions, thereby mroidine 
a complete break t-7ith the past, a dangerous uprooting of oriental thought 
and culture? 

In vieH of the limited space I shall confine myself to a discussion 
of some fundamental conceptions o.Z state and kingship in those parts oZ 
Southeast Asia Hhere Hindu-Buddhist civilization prevailed. 

Nacrocosmos and IIicrocosmos 

The primary notion uith which we shall have to deal is ti1e belieZ in 
the parallelism betweeil Hacrocosmos and liicrocosmos, bett-1een the universe 
and the lJOrld o:C men. According to this belief humanity is constantly 
under the inZluence of 1orces emanating ~rom the directions o2 the com­
pass and from stars and planets. These forces may produce wel~are and 
prosperity or work havoc, according to "1hether or not individuals and 
social groups,' above all the state, succeed in bringine their lives and 
activities in hannony 'Hith the universe. Individuals may attain suci.1 
harmony by follm·1ing the indications o:Hered by astrology, the lore o2 
lucky and unlucky days and many other minor rules. T:Jarmony bett-1een the 
empire and the universe is achieved by organizing tne former as an image 
of the latter, as a universe on a smaller scale. 

It is well knm·m that this astrological or cosmo-magic principle, as 
v7e may call it, originated somel-7here in the Near East. It l-7as "t-7ell 
established in Babylonia in the 3rd millennium B.C. and there are indica­
tions that it may go back there at least as :2ar as the middle o~ the l~th 
millennium, and possibly farther. Again, He have indications that it 
existed in North't'7est India in the second hali o:C the 3rd millennium. It 
in:Huenced Europe in various 't'7ays and at various times, specially during 
the periods o:2 Hellenism and of the Roman empire and in the i'Iiddle Ages. 
It is di:Hicult to tell when it :Hrst reached China. AnYl·7ay it had 
developed there into a highly specialized system during the Chou and Han 
periods. It came to Southeast Asia by l·7ay of India as well as of China, 
and this double in£luence may account for its prominence there and for the 
strong hold it had on the minds of the peoples of Farther India and 
Indonesia. Its long li~e-span and its spread over vast regions with diver­
gent cultures, and even more so the fact that it had to adapt itsel£ to 
the locally dominant religions, to various :2orms of paganism as Hell as 
llinduism, Buddhism and Confucianism, and occasionally even to Christianity 
and to Islam, naturally resulted in the development of numerous variants 
with often "t-7idely diHering traits. It is t·1ith the special aspect of the 
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cosmo•£agic principle as expressed in the organization o::: Hindu and Budd­
hist kingdoms in Southeast Asia (and to some extent in their Hohamme.dan 
successors in Halaya and Indonesia), that we are here concerned. 

Relation Between State and Universe 

Uhereas speculation pertaining to the relation bett-1een state and 
universe formed an important subject oZ ancient Chinese literature, we 
would look in vain for a theoretical tieatise on this topic in the 
various literatures of Southeast Asia. Yet, there is overuhelming 
evidence of the cosmological basis or state and kingship in this area. 
This evidence is found in numerous passages in literature and inscrip­
tions, in the titles of kings, queens and officials, in the "cosmic" 
numbers of queens, ministers, court priests, provinces, etc., in rites 
and customs, in works of art, in the lay-out and structure o::: capital 
cities, palaces, and temples. One need only put these various items 
together to obtain a relatively clear picture. This picture will be more 
complete in continental Southeast Asia, uhere the old forms of Buddhist 
state and kingship survived into very recent times. It ·t-till be hazier in 
the Archipelago as a result of Hohcumnedan and European influencas. 

According to Brahmanic doctrine the ~·1orld consists of a circular 
central continent, Jambudv!pa, surrounded by seven annular oceans and 
seven annular continents. Beyond the last of the seven oceans the_l·Iorld 
is closed by an enormous mountain range. In the center of Jambiidvipa, 
and thus in the center of the ltorld, rises Hount Neru, the cosmic moun• 
tain around \'1hich sun, moon and stars revolve. On its SUimllit lies the 
city of the gods surrounded by the abodes of the eight Lokapalas or 
guardian gods of the world. 

In the Buddhist system, too, llount Heru forms the center of the 
universe. It is surrounded by seven mountain ranges separated from each 
other by seven annular seas. Beyond the last of these mountain chains 
extends the ocean and in it lie four continents, one in each of the 
cardinal directions. The continent south of Nount Heru is Jambiidvlpa, 
the obode ol: men. llere, too, the universe is surrounded by an enormous 
t-1all of rocks, the Chakravala Range. On the slopes of Hount Heru lies 
the lol·rest or the paradises, that of the four Great Kings or guardians 
of the "1orld, on its summit the second paradise, that of the thirty-three 
gods with Sudarsana, the city of tt1e gods, Hhere Indra reizns as kinr;. 2 
AbO'ITe Hount Heru t~-Jer one above the other the rest of the heavenly abodes. 

It l~ill be seen that the Brahman and the Buddhist systems, in spite 
of differences in detail, agree in fundamental traits: their circular 
:Zorm and the arrangement in concentric zones around l1ount Heru. An 
abbreviated image of either of them thus has the same symbolic Ineaning 
for devotees of both 2aiths. 

1. Ho'toJever, it must be taken into account that Burmese, Hon and Thai 
literatures are still very imperfectly known. 

2. There usually are t·Henty-six heavens in all, including those on Hount 
Heru, but the number occasionally varies. 
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The Capital as the llagic Center o-:! Empire 

In Southeast Asia, even more than in Europe, tl1e capital stood :':or 
the \-1hole country. It \-7as more than the nation 1 s political and cultural 
cent er: it was the maeic center of the empire. The circumambulation o.'.: 
the capital ~ormed, and in Siam and Cambodia still forms, one of the most 
essential parts of the coronation ritual. By this circumambulation the 
king takes possession not only of the capital city but o~ the v1hole em­
pire. Hhereas the cosmological structure of the country at large could be 
e~cpressed only by the number and location of pro•Jinces and by the ~uncti Nu3 

and emblems o~ their governors, the capital city could be shaped archi­
tecturally as a much more "realistic" imaze of the universe. a smaller 
microcosmos l·1ithin that macrocosmos, the empire. The remains o;: some o::: 
the ancient cities clearly testify to the cosmological ideas \-1hich per­
vaded the 't·1hole system o~ government. Fortunately, a number of inscrip­
tions and some passages in native chronicles may help us in interpretine 
archaeolor;ical evidence. 

As th'3 universe, according to Brahman and Buddhist ideas, centers 
aron::1d H>Y.'~!t Heru, so that smaller universe, the empire, was bound to 
have a Uo 1at l-!e~u in the center of its capital v1hich 't·10uld be if not in 
the count:cy •s f?,\•0r;raphical, at least in its magic center. It seems that 
at ru.1 ear iy peT:i/'d. natural hillocks v1ere by preference selected as repre­
sei'.~_,_,!:ive:: of C:;~ cel·,~stial mountain. This was still the case in Cambodia 
in the 9:: .. ~. centt.ry A.D 9 Ye~odharapura, the :Hrst city o:.: Angkor, founded 
tO't-7ards 9·):) A.Do, ~orm'1d an enormous square of about tt·1o and a half miles 
on a sid·~, ·t-~Hh its aides facing the cardinal points and uith the Phnom 
Bakb~n::h a small rocky hill, as center. An inscription tells us that this 
mou:.;:ain in the center of the capital 't-1ith the temple on its swrnit v1aS 

"eq'.l':.'-1 in beauty to the king of mountains," i.e. to Hount Heru. !he 
temple on Phnom Bakheng contained a Lingam, the phallic symbol o-£ Siva, 
repn~senting the Devaraja, the "God King," i.e. the divine essence of 
kingship 't.Jhich embodied itself in the actual king. Nore frequently the 
central mO'l.mtain t·7as purely arti:Cicial, being represented by a temple 
only. Thi3 l-1as quite in accordance t-1ith prevailing Esas, practically 
every temple in Southeast Asia, vJhether Hindu or Buddhist, l7hether built 
of stone, brick or "t-10od, being considered as the image of a mountain, 
usually, though not invariably, of 11ount Heru. In ancient Cambodia a 
temple 'tt7as quite ordinarily referred to as "giri, 11 mountain, and the 
many-tiered temples of Bali are still called Heru. The Cambodian in­
scriptions are very explicit uith regard to such identifications. Thus, 
to give ~n example, one of them says that King Udayadityavar.nan II (11th 
century) "seeinr; that ti.1e Jambudvipa had in its center a mountain of gold, 
provided for his capital city, too, to have a golden mountain in its 
interior. On the summit of this golden mountain, in a celestial palace 

.. If 
resplendent l7ith gold, he erected a lingam o:E: Siva. 

The Lay-Out of AnBkor Thoro 

The actual ruins of Angkor Thorn are the remains of the latest city 

3. Although Brahman and Buddhist cosmologies usually ascribe to tl.1e 't·7orld 
a circular shape, the "cosmic" cities of Southeast Asia, "t-7ith rare e~::­
cept ions, affect the square form. It tlOuld take too long to el.'P lain 
this apparent, but not very important discrepancy. 



on this site, built by King Jayavannan VII in the second hal:Z oE t~1e 12th 
century A.D. As Jayavarm.an uas an adherent o:Z Ilahayana Buddhism, the 
central 11mountain" in this ease 't·7as a Buddhist sanctuary, l-7hich contained 
a large imar;e of the Duddha Amitabt1a, while the 1our faces of Bodhisatva 
Lokcsvara, the "Lord oi: the Horld," adorned its numerous tol.;ers. The city 
was surrounded 'l:-7ith a 'l:~all and moat forming a square almost t'·'o miles on 
each side, its sides being directed towards the four cardinal points, 
There are gates in the middle of each side and a fifth one on the East 
leading to the entrance o::: the royal palace. The toto~ers above the gates 
are crowned l-7ith the same four-1old faces of Lokesvara as those o=: the 
central temple. Thus, that smaller uorld, the city of Angkor, and throur;l1 
its means the l7hole Khmer empire l'lere both put under the protection of the 
"Lord of the Universe." The cosmic meaning of the city ~1as further empha­
sized by n curious device. The balustrades of the causet-1ays leading over 
the moat to the city gates "'ere formed by rous of giant stone figures, 
partly gods, partly demons, holding an enormous seven•headed serpent. The 
l'7hole city thus became a representation of the churning of the primeval 
milk ocear. by gods and demons, when they used the serpent king Vasuld as 
a rope and i·Iount Heru as churning stick. 4 This implies that the moat "'as 
meant to sy.nbolize the ocean, and the Bayon, the temple in the center of 
the city, on which all the lines of churning gods and demons converged, 
I1ou::1t Heru itsel:C. 

The Cl!pital of Burma 

"' -Burmese chronicles say that Srikshetra (Old Prome) on the lm·1er 
Irrm·1addy, t~e ·capital city of the ancient kingdom of the Pyu, 't·Jas built 
by the gcda themr;elves with Indra at tha ir head, built as an imaze of 
Indra' s city Sudarsana on the sununit of Hount lhru, l-1ith thirty-t't·7o main 
gates anc:i a gold~::1 palace in its center. The remains of the city s.hou in 
1act a decided attempt at a circular lay-out though complete regularity 
has not been achi~ved. It seP.ms to have been an old cuntom in Burma that 
each o.Z the capital's gates corresponded to one of the empire's provinces 
or vassal states. Thirty-tt-70 vassals or heads o-1 provfnces "7ith the king 
as thirty-third in the center 'to~ould cf course correspcv.d to the thirty­
three godr> l7ho reside on the su!IIlllit of Heru and among whom Indra is king. 
Thus not only the capital city but the whole empire of the Pyu must have 
been organized as an image of the heavenly realm of Indra. 

In later ca?itals of Bui'!IIa the square form 't-7as substituted 1or the 
circular one though the cosmological principle as such ~1as retained. It 
will suffice to say a :Ceu l7ords about Handalay, the lnst capital of in­
dependent Burma, built by king Hindon in 1C.37 A.D. The inner city 't-7as 
surrounded by a l-7all and moat Eorming a sa.uare o:= more than a mile on each 
side, its sides facing the cardinal points. The royal palace, 't-7hich occu­
pied the center of the city, and more specifically the seven-tiered to"t-7er 
over the throne in the great audience hall, 't-7as identi:=ied w.i.th Hount Heru. 
There 't-7ere three gates on each side of the city, tweb.re in all, and they 
were marked 't·7ith the signs o::: the zodialc, thereby indicating that the city 
uas :r,.snnt to be an image o:Z heaven uith its stars spread out around the 
celastial mountain in its ce::1ter. 

l~. In the original myth Haunt Uandara is used as churning stick. In South­
east Asiatic variants of the myth llount lleru usually takes its place. 



Cosmic Roles o2 King, Court and Government 

Thus the stage l-7as set for t~1e enacting o::: the cosmic roles o::: king, 
court and govern.'1lent. He may choose Burma as an example. There, the king 
was supposed to ~1eve Z011r principal queens and ::our queens o2 secondary 
rank l·Jhose title a, "No:·t:1ern Queen of the Palace," "Queen or the Hest," 
"Queen of the Southeni. Apartment," etc., sho't-7 that they originally corres­
ponded to the Eour cardinal points and the four intermediary directions. 
There are indications t~at at an earlier period their chambers actually 
forrr~~;;"!d a c~.4cle around. the hall of the king, thereby er.::phasizing the 
latt::r 1 s role as ~anter. of th.; universe and as representative of Indra, 
the king 0::: the gods in the p:tradise on the summit of l1ount Heru. Sir 
James George Scott 1 s observation that King Thiba"t-7 1 s (the last Burmese ldnt>:) 
failure to provide himself with the constitutional number of queens caused 
more concern to decorous, law-abiding people than the massacre of his 
blo9d relations, shows hol-7 important this cosmic setting was considered to 
be. J There ~;ere four chief ministers each of 't·7hom, in addition to their 
functions as ministers of state, originally had charge of one quarter of 
the capital and of the empire. They obviously corresponded to the four 
Great Kings or Lokapalas, the guardian deities of the four cardinal points 
in the Buddhist system. However, the task of representing the four 
Lokapalas had been delegated to four special officers, each of whom had 
to guard one side of the palace and of the capital. They had flags in the 
colors attributed to the corresponding sides of Hount Heru, the one repre­
senting Dhattarattha, the Loltapala of the East, a white one, the officer 
representing Kubera, the Loltapala of the North, a yellow .!:tag, etc. The 
cosmological principle 't·7as carried far down through the hierarchy o2 
officialdom, as revealed by the numbers or of:Eice bearers. Thus, there 
were four under-secretaries of state, eight assistant secretaries, ~our 
heralds, four royal messengers, etc, 

Very much the same kind of organization existed in Siam, Cambodia 
and Java. Again and aeain we find the orthodox number of fOur principal 
queens and of four chie~ ministers, the "four pillars" as they "t-7ere called 
in Cambodia, In Siam, as in Burma, they originally governed four parts 
or the kingdom lying touard the four cardinal points. 

There are indications that in ancient times the cosmological structure 
o~ the state was carried even farther. I have already mentioned the 
probability that the old kingdom of the Pyu in Burma had thirty-tlJO 
provinces or vassal states, their governors together t·Jith the king havinr; 
corresponded to the thirty-three gods of the paradise on the summit o~ 
Haunt Heru. Similarly the kingdom o~ Pegu in the ll•th century had thirty­
tuo provinces. The principality of I<eng Tung, one of the largest Shan 
States, significantly is called "The Thirty-two To"t-ms of the Khan, 11 the 
Khun being the ruling tribe in that state. A passage in the Ne~1 History 
of the T 1 an~ Dynasty indicates that the kingdom of Java in the 9th century 
was divided into t·Nenty-eight provinces, their governors together uith the 
four ministers again having numbered thirty-t"1o high officials. This may 
have been a somewhat older form of the same system, in which the provinces 

-------------· ·---- ---· ------
5. Similarly, n. G. Quaritch Hales comments on the bad Un.pression created 

among the people by the abolition o1 th~ ba~em system by King Rama VI 
of Siam. 



corresponded to constellations, the ttventy-eight "Houses o:!: the i_,ioon," 
and t~e ~our ministers to the guardian gods of the cardinal points. It 
is clear that in all these cases the empire l'las conceived as an image o~ 
the heavenly world of stars and gods. 

Throughout the kingdoms oi J?arther India the system based on the 
compass was largely supplemented and modified by the division into 
offices of the right and left hand, right and left in this case re~errine 
to the place on the side of the king due to the respective office bearer 
on ceremonial occasions. As the king, 't-7hen sittine on the throne, always 
:O:aced the East, right correspon~ed to the South and left to the North. 
In Siam, :2or instance, there vmre a major and a lesser queen each o~ the 
right and oi the left. Civilian officers had their places on the le::t 
o:2 the kinp;, officers o:i: the anny on his right, i.e. "in the Soutl1," 
because the planet l1ars, connected v7ith v7ar, 't-7as considered to be the 
planet o2 the Socth. Indeed, the population of Siam Has di,Tided into the 
ttvo classes o;'; the right (South) and o.Z the le:i:t (North). The 2onner had 
to render military and the latter civilian services. 

Influence on Coronation Ritual 

The cosmic and divine role of the king was and still is specially 
emphasized in the coronation ritual. In Burma the structure erected for 
this purpose l7as significantly called Thagya-nan, "Indra 1 s Palace. "6 
Even in the Buddhist kingdoms of Farther India the ritual is conducted 
by Brahmans. One of its principal features consists in the king sitting 
on a throne representing l1ount Meru and being surrounded by eight 
Brahmans as representatives of the eight Lokapalas, the guardian gods of 
the eight directions in the Brahman v10rld system. Horeover, rour maids 

6. 

of honor, representing the four cardinal points, render homage to the king. 

An official document published on the occasion of the coronation of 
King Sisowath of Cambodia in 1906 gives a slightly di~ferent explanation 
of the cosmic role of the king. According to this document the king is 
identiried l-7ith Hount Heru itself, his right eye representing the sun, his 
leit eye the moon, his arms and legs the four cardinal points, the six­
tiered umbrella above his head the six lov1er heavens, his pointed crown 
the spire of lndra' s palace on the summit of 'the Heru and his slippers 
the earth. This means that the king is identified with the axis oZ the 
universe. The same idea seems to be expressed by the title Paku Bm,7ono, 
11Nail of the Horld," of the Susuhunan of Solo in Java. However, the 
identification of the king l-7ith the l1eru is in no way incompatible 't·lith 
that with Indra. Plural symbolism is very Erequent in Buddhist ~arther 
India. Thus in Burma, ~·1here the king has all the attributes of Indra, he 
uas also identified l-7ith Visvakarma, the divine architect and shaper o~ 
the world. iYioreover, there is strong evidence of his having been identi­
fied also v7ith the sun. 

The Cosmic State and the Divine King 

The cosmic state, as it existed in Southeast Asia, was intimately 

G. Thagya is the Burmese form of Sanskrit Sakra, the Buddhist designation 
for Indra. 
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bound up t-7ith the idea oz divine kingship. The divinity o2 kings ·Has 
-cm~e1vad !n var1oae ways according to the prevailing religion. Hhere 
Ilinduism prevailed the king was considered to be either an incarnation 
of a god or a descendant ~rom a god or both. Uostly it was Sive who t-1as 
thought to incarnate himself in kings or to engender dynasties. Thus in 
a Cham inscription oZ the 9th century Uroja, the founder o~ the royal 
dynasty, is said to have been a son of Siva. The Javanese poem 
~ragarakrtijeama (14th century) says bluntly that all kings are incarna• 
tions of Siva. The same poem tells us more specially that ~ing 
Rajasanagara o;: Hajapahit (1350-1309 A.D.), as proved by various portents 
uhich occurred about the time of his birth, among others .. a volcanic 
eruption, uas an incarnation of Bhatara Girinatha, i.e. Siva as "Lord o::: 
the Hountain." In the Javanese chronicle Pararaton King Krtajaya oZ 
Kadiri (13th century) on one occasion even shows himself in the super­
human Eorm of Siva with four arms and a third eye in the middle o~ the 
forehead and floating in the air. In ancient Cambodia and Champa the 
monarchy t-7as intimately bound up with the cult o:J: a lingam l-7hich l·7as 
considered the seat of the divine essence of kingship. As we have seen, 
in Cambodia this lingam, representing the Devaraja, the "God King," was 
adored in the temple in the center of the capital. The actual king l-7as 
considered to be a manifestation of the divine power of the Devaraja and 
the~efore, as the latter's visible form, the lingam, implies, obviously 
of Siva himself. 

Iloto1ever, Siva l-1as not the only god to incarnate himself in kings. 
King Airlangga_o~ Java (11th century) considered himself an incarnation 
of Vishnu. His memorial monument shows him in the form of Vishnu riding 
on the latter's man-eagle Garuda. Another noteworthy example of an in­
carnation of Vishnu was King Suryavarman II of Cambodia (12th century) 
l-7ho erected his ol-m memorial monument as a gigantic temple of Vishnu: 
the famous Angkor Wat. He find further the idea of plural incarnation, 
also known from ancient India. Thus the Pararaton tells us that Anerok 
(13th century), the founder of the dynasty of Singasari and ancestor o2 
the kings of Hajapahit, to7as an incarnation of VishnuJ begotten by Brahma 
from a mortal woman, and at the same time a son of Siva. King Krtarajasa 
(died 1316 A.D.), the founder of the empire of Hajapahit, is iDDllortaFzed 
by a statue representing him as Ilarihara, a compound of Vishnu and Siva. 
Even the simultaneous incarnation oi Hindu and l1ahayana Buddhist deities 
occurs. Thus, to quote only one example, the Javanese ~ng Krtanagara 
(killed 1292 A. D.) was considered as an incarnation of Siva as to1ell as o:Z 
the Dhyani Buddha Alc.shobhya., Accordingly, he becaJlle known in Javanese 
tradition under the name of Siva-Buddha. 

It may be added that the theory of divine incarnation could be used 
not only as a means to exalt the position of the legitimate king, but 
equally t-7ell as a justification for usurpation of the throne. Thus the 
above mentioned Ansrok, the founder or the kingdom or Singasari, was an 
usurper with a long criminal career as embezzler, robber and murderer. 
Yet, in spite of his criminal past, he became king, according to the 
Pararaton, because he uas an incarnation of the gods. 

The theory o::: divine incarnation as ::=ound in Hinduism and Hahayana 
Buddhism is incompatible uith the doctrine of the Buddhism of the 
Hinayana. This dif~erence in tenets is clearly expressed even in the 
lay-out of capital cities. In ancient Camhcdia a ~emple formed the center 
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of the capital and thus the Mount Meru of city and empire. In Burma the 
cer-ter of the capital is irL•.•ariably occupied by the royal palace, and it 

is this latter which is idcT':ified with Mount Jo"eru. :;:n an-:ient Cambodia 
eit~:-er ~:;.va in his fc·t'tl\ as ihvarija. the etern-Jl ese~nce o·: kingship, or 
th~> BodU.satva "i..oke€,:'!!ra, t:n ''Lord of the Uc.! ;;-erse. fo inh:'(~ited the 
"~··>~tra )_ mount.:~ :tn" er.•.! from ~~here pervaded the empit:e. H~:~<1'lyanist 

Bu-<hisn does :;ot rer;ngnizc :m eterna 1 deity. lndra ~.s but the king of 
01~; of the low·~st he~:vens, L1a second o!'..e fro:-11 the earth. He is as little 
exe:r,pt ~:·:om de..:.th aH;. reb:l:o:i:h as any human be· "-S, e,:cept that his life 
ladi:S le·. ~~er. Th,. A:;t.llloP may be said of the ic~.:lbitani:s of \:he higher 
~~.,·-··-~-· -,ul t":lese "gods" of HinayaiUl Buddhism shou:id more appr:opriately 
be -::allc·: angei3. They have no temples and no cults. 'lhus it is easy to 
un;!-:rseat.!d why in Burma no temple could be set in the center of the capi­
tal city. The adaptation to cosmological principles and the deification 
of the king he~e bAA ~n be attempted by other means. By erecting the 
palace in the center of the C1t:y and by idQnt:ffying it with Mount Meru, 
the lord of the palace, i.e. the king, became automatically the represen­
tative of lndra. We might even say that be was "the lndra" of this 
smaller universe, the Burmese empire, but he held his place only by the 
magic of parallelism and he was no incarnation of the real Indra as the 
an•ient Javanese and Cambodian kings had been incarnated of Siva and 
Vishnu.7 This scheme explains the great sanctity in which the royal 
palace was held in the Buddhist empires of Farther India. The palace was 
the symbol of the celestial mountain. nay, more than a mere symbol: it 
was "the Mount Meru" of the microcosmos Burma, or Siam, or Cambodia. 
Anybody nearing the palace had to show his reverence by dismounting from 
his horse, by.sbutting his parasol, by bowing to the palace spire or even 
kn~eling down. Attempts to exact the same expressions of reverence from 
British envoys led to endless negotiations and frictions as the latter 
refused to comply with a demand which they considered humiliating. "King 
of the Golden Palace" was one of the most important titles of Burmese 
monarchs. Yet, the fact that the king "was Indra" and therefore ruler of 
the country only as possessor of the empire's Meru, the palace, involved 
great dangers. It worked as a constant temptation for would-be usurpers, 
be it from the ranks of the royal family or outsiders, as the occupation 
of the palace might be achieved by a coup-de-main with relatively small 
f~rces and usually meant tho coDquest of tbe w~Mle empire. Many Burmeee 
and Siamese kings therefore were virtual prisoners in their palace which 
they did not dare to leave for fear it might be seized by an usurper. 
1be last king of Burma, Thibaw, preferred even to forego the important 
coronation ritual of the circumambulation of the capital to offering one 
of his relatives a chance to make himself master of the palace while he 
was away. 

In Htnayina Buddhism the idea of divine incarnation as justification 
of kingship is replaced by that of rebirth and of religious merit. It 
is his good karma, his religious merit acquired in previous lives, which 
makes a man be born a king or makes h~ acquire kingship during his 
lifettme, be it even by rebellion and murder. A typical instance is that 
of King Nyaung-u Sawrahan (lOth century) as told in the Glass Palace 
Chronicle of the Kings of Burma. Nyaung-u Sawrahan, a farmer, kills the 

-----·------------------------
7. However, strong traces of the belief thAt Siva and Vishnu incarnate 

themselves in the king eu1.vJ.Ye Jn t-he <'"••J.ull.-oat-foo rit:nnlf; of Siam and 
Cambodia. 



king t-1ho has trespassed on his garden and whom he had not recocnized. 
Thereupon he is himsel:'? made king against his t-7ish. So stron~ is ~lis 
karma that, ~1hen one o2 the ministers objects to his installation, the 
stone statue of a euardian deity at the palace door becomes alive and 
kills the minister. The chronicle's comment is significant: "Although 
in verity King Sal·7rahan should have utterly perished, having killed a 
king l7hen he ~·1as yet a farmer, he attained even to kingship simply by 
strong karma of his good acts done in the past." But the moment the 
karma of his past good acts is exhausted, that same stone statue ~·1hich 
~ormerly had killed his adversary becomes alive again and hurls him ~rom 
the palace terrace. 

llo merit could exceed that o'2 a service rendered to the Buddha him­
self. Thus the Glass Palace Chronicle tells us that the ogre-euardian 
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of a mountain, who had shielded the Buddha from the sun ~dth three leaves, 
had received from the latter a prophecy that he would thrice become king 
of Burma. In the lOth century he is reborn in lowly surroundings as Saleh 
Nzahkwe, t-1ho later becomes king by murdering his predecessor and, "being 
reborn :::ram the state o~ an ogre, uas exceeding l-lrathful and haughty," 
indulging in gluttony and sadistic murder, till he is at last killed by 
hi's own ministers. One should thinl< that the merit of having shaded the 
:Buddha would have been exhausted by a life full or crimes. Hot*!ver, 
according to the Burmese chronicle, this is not so. The former mountain 
spirit is reborn in the 12th century as Prince Narathu who becomes king 
by murdering his father and brother and throughout his reign excells by 
bloody deeds, and in the 13th century as king Uarathihapate. This leads 
us to a very characteristic conception o~ historical events as based on 
the enormous importance attributed to prophecies and portents. Indeed, 
one could say that, especially as far as alleged prophecies of the Buddha 
are concerned, in the viel-7 of Burmese historians events are not prophesied 
because they Hill happen, but they happen because they have been prophe­
sied. The "discovery" of ancient prophecies and the "observation" of 
contemporary portents was a generally used expedient in Burmese politics 
and still xorms a potent factor in l-7hat we may call political folk-lore. 

The whole idea and outward form o~ kingship in Southeast Asia, and 
Specially in the Buddhist kingdoms of lJarther India, t-1as of course based 
on the conception of the Chakravartin, the Universal l1onarch. No'li7 it is 
known that a Chakravartin is the ·t-rorldly alternative to a Bodhisatva, a 
~uture Buddha. Under these circumstances the theory of rebirth and o~ 
karma was bound to induce monarchs t-lith a very high idea of their reli­
gious merits to consider themselves as Bodhisatvas. Thus, Oung Zaya, the 
founder of the last dynasty of Burma, took as king the name Alaungpaya 
l·Ihich designated him as an Embryo Buddha. 11is son, King Bodawpaya (1782-
1819), claimed outright to be the Bodhisatva Haitreya. II~rever, his 
claim 'li1as rejected by the clergy and he dropped it. A similar claim l'laS 
put ~orth by King Taksin of Siam (1767-17C2). 

The theory of vocation to kingship either on the basis of divine 
incarnation, as in Java and ancient Cambodia, or by karma acquired in 
former lives, as in Burma, Siam and modern Cambodia, did not deprive that 
of the heredity of the right to the crot-m of its importance. Again and 
again usurpers have striven for a semblance of legitimacy by construing 
geneAlogi.:ut linldn{! t-l...,.,..rJA1uo!<l ~if:h~'>r" f:•"' t::h" clyn.<l~.Y thoy ft.:lO overtht'O'Wl\ 



or to a dynasty l~hich at an earlier period had governed the country. 
Occasionally, phantastic genealogiee were constructed deriving native 
Southeast Asiatic dynasties from some famous dynasty of ancient India. 
The best known case is that o::: the recent ldngs o:Z Cambodia uho claim 
descent from the ancient kings of Indraprastha (Delhi), The last 
Burmese dynasty, founded by a village headman in the lCth century, 

10 

claimed descent :Crom the Sakya kings of Kapilavatthu, a. claim l-7hich l·10uld 
have made them blood relatives oi the Buddha himself. One type of such 
1ictitious genealogies deserves special attention as it has a deeper mean­
ing than merely to serve the glorification of the dynasty. The kings of 
J'unan (3rd to 7th centuries A.D.) and those oi ancient Cambodia l>Jere said 
to descend from a Brahman who had come from India and from the daughter 
of the serpent king o~ the country. The legend is still alive in Cambodia, 
the Brahman being replaced in the modern version by a prince of Southeast 
Asia. The meaning is clear. The Nagas, the serpent demons, are the 
original masters oz the soil. By his descent from the daughter of the 
Naga king the monarch had a legitimate claim to the soil of his kingdom 
which, in theory at least, thereby became his personal property. A 
Chinese report tells us that in the 13th century the people of Cambodia 
believed that the ldng nightly cohabited "to7ith the serpent goddess of the 
soil l-7ho visited him in his palace in human form, Obviously he "tolas 
thought thereby to renel·l the connection betl-7een himself and the soil o::: 
his kingdom, Thus the king in ancient Cambodia, as an incarnation o:! the 
Devaraja and as a descendant and at the same time spouse of the goddess 
of the soil, formed a real magic center linking the empire to the divine 
forces o~ the heavens as well as of the earth. 

Any account o1 the conceptions of state and kingship in Southeast 
Asia l>7ould be incomplete without at least mentioning the great importance 
of the regalia, Some of these, as the umbrella and the crown, have cosmo­
logical meaning as noted above. Uoreover, the umbrella l-Ias thought to be 
the seat of a protective genius who ~avored the king with his advice and 
\·7ho in critical moments might even actively intervene on behalf o~ the 
dynasty. Other regalia are thought to be possessed of magic forces, such 
as the royal sword of Cambodia which, it is believed, if dra'~ from its 
scabbard ~1ithout the prescribed ritual, would bring disaster upon the 
country. Thi~magical character oi the reealia is even more stressed in 
the Malay Peninsula and in Indonesia, It culminates in the curious con­
ception prevalent amonn the Bugis and·Hakassarese of Celebes, according 
to which it is really the regalia which reign, the prince governing the 
state only in their name. 

The deiHcation o;; the king, l-7hile raising him to an almost unbe­
lievably exalted position \·71th regard to his subjects, has in no way 
succeeded in stabilizing government, rather the contrary. As explained 
above, the theory of divine incarnation, and even more so that o~ rebirth 
and of karma, provided an easy subterfuge for usurpers. The fact that 
the relatively easy task of seizing the palace, as in Burma and Siam, or 
of seizing the regalia, as in certain parts of Indonesia, often sufficed 
to be accepted as king by the whole nation, was bound to act as an addi­
tional incitement to rebellion, Horeover, the immense power and the lack 
of restrictions which the king enjoyed invited abuses l-7hich in the 
end made the monarch obno,dous to his subjects and hastened his dol-mfall. 
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To this came the ·1agueness of the rules o.Z succession. Sometimes the 
king htmaelf chose his successor. Somettmes the ministers appointed a 
prince as l::ing. Then again the queens uno~ficially but ef~iciently 
exercised their influence in favor o~ a prince of their choice. O~ten 
the crown stmply fell to the prince who ,;-tas the quickest to seize the 
palace and to execute his brothers. Under these circumstances it is no 
wonder that the empires of Southeast Asia from the very beginning '\>tere 
torn by frequent rebellion, often resulting in the overthrotl of kings or 
even dynasties. The earliest reports we have, those from Chinese sources 
on the kingdom of Funan, reveal such conditions to have existed as early 
as the 3rd century A.D. If there was a long period of oppression and un• 
rest, rebellion and ita concomitant, dacoity, could become practically a 
popular tradition which it was difficult to eradicate. Such was the case, 
for instance, in Burma during the 13th and 19th centuries, and it is in 
the light of such a past that recent events in that country ought to be 
seen. 

Survival of Traditions 

In order to realize how deeply the population& of Farther India were 
affected by the cosmological structure of the state one need only think 
of the division of the Siamese people into the classes of the right and 
of the left which, not long ago, determined the services each person tlas 
obliged to render to the state. Moreover, it must not be forgotten that 
the cosmo-magic principle as applied to the state really forms only part 
of a much wider complex and resulted from a conception of the universe 
and of human e~istence which regulated, and to a large extent still regu­
lates, also the private lives of individuals. Hhen in Siam and Cambodia 
people wore cloths of different color on different days of the week 
according to the calor ascribed to the planet for whom the day is named, 
or when in Burma before any important undertaking they eltemine their 
horoecope and the lore of lucky and unlucky days, or when they kneel down 
for prayer on that aide of the pagoda which in the coamological system 
corresponds to the planet of the weekday on which they were born, they 
act on the same principle which governed the structure of their empires, 
their ideas of kinglhip and the ritual of their royal courts. It is clear 
then that the coamo-magic ideas, until a very recent past, hac! an extremely 
strong hold on the minds of the people. 

Is all this a crumbling structure, giving way under the tmpact o~ 
modern civilization or may it still influence the political activities ol 
the peoplea concemed? The question ia not easily answered. InfoJmat.ion 
on thia point is scarce. There are, holMver, a few f.rldic.atioaa .. 

He have it on the authority of n. G. Quaritch Hales that the people 
of Siam, around 1930, still held the ancient state ceremonies in high 
esteem, those ceremonies which to a large extent are governed by cosmo­
logical ideas. One may ask oneself, how much of this old tradition may 
have been at the bottom of the royalist rebellion of 1933. 

In Burma the following cases may be considered as significant. In 
1397, twelve years a1ter the annexation of Upper Burma by the British, a 
Buddhist monk1 U Kel..atlla, fell in love with a prince8S of the dethroned 
dynasty who promised to man')~- him if he. ~.EliDe king oi Burma.. There 
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:Collot·7ed the usual dreams or visions which revealed to him that in a ~ormer 
life he had been a Burmese prince and, moreover, that he '{110uld be king the 
moment he sat on the throne of the palace in Handalay. Hith eighteen 
followers, all armed with swords only, he rushed through the city gates and 
tried to reach the royal palace, at that time seat of the English club. A 
few English officers armed with hunting ri~les made an end to his attempt. 
The incident proves the extreme vividness of cosmo-magic ideas at the close 
of the 19th century. As 't'le have seen, '~>7hoever held the palace, the Nount 
Ueru of the Burmese empire, thereby became the representative of Indra and 
the king. It is completely in accord '{17ith the cosmo-magic '!t7ay of thinking 
that U Kelatha and his ~ollowers believed the mere occupation of the throne 
vJOuld make him automatically lord of the "t-7hole empire. 

Unfortunately, very little authentic information is available on the 
Burmese rebellion of 1930-31. However, the follo'!t1ing detail, as revealed 
at the time by newspaper dispatches, is significant. One of the ~irst 
actions of Saya San, the leader of the rebellion, "t-1as to build a "palace", 
in reality a bamboo hut somewhere in the jungle, with an inscription desig­
nating it as the "Palace of the Buddhist King." It is, of course, very easy 
to ridicule such pretensions, but it is more important to understand them. 
\·Je have seen hov1 inseparable king and palace were according to Burmese 
ideas. No kingdom could exist "t-7ithout a palace representing Haunt Neru and 
forming its magic center, and the king, the "Lord of the Golden Palace", 
was king in the first line by his possession of the palace. Saya San's 
action in building a palace, a magic center for his embryonic empire, 
therefore corre.sponds closely to that or U Kelatha l'1hen he wanted to seat 
himself on the throne o:C the palace in Nandalay. 

The story oz the Hyinmu rebellion of 1910, as told by Paul Edmonds in 
his book Peacocks and Pagodas, if it does not directly contribute to our 
knowledge of cosmo-magic ideas, at least gives a significant instance of the 
power of the belief in rebirth, prophecies and portents. A young man o~ 
eighteen years, Maung Than, was returning from work in the fields smoking a 
cigar. Some people who passed him thought they saw smoke issuing from his 
arms. They talked about it in the village and the rumor reached some elders 
who were familiar t·7ith an old tradition according to 't-1hich a former king of 
Burma, Chanyeiktha, toJould be reborn in the shape of a youth who had the 
po~1er of saking smoke issue from his arms. "Other signs and portents ~1ere 
looked for. Needless to say, they were forthcoming. The griffins at the 
foot of an old pagoda vtere seen to shake; gold showers fe 11 on another 
pagoda; and every"t-the re omens multiplied t-thich pointed to young Haung Than 
as the long-Zoretold reincarnation of Ring Chanyeiktha." Maung Than 
entered into the spirit of the game and put forth the usual claims of being 
invulnerable and of possessing the power to make himself invisible. Hith 
a crowd of a thousand followers armed with swords and spears he attacked 
the police station at Hyinmu but t-1as repulsed and eventually captured. 

One may ask whether there is any possibility of this same conception 
becoming the basis o~ future constructive developments. The question is 
difficult to ansvter. Orientals l'7ith t·testern education, and above all the 
leaders of nationalist movements, tend to disregard and to despise the 
"superstitions" t'lhich governed their nations in the past. Yet, there is 
the vast mass oZ the common people, grot-m up in the old traditions, people 
to whom the modern ideas of democracy and representative g~vernment mean 
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little or nothing and who cannot be educated overnight. A sudden complete 
brec'': of c•.1ltural traditions has alr:(J::'t a1'1:.Y::!YS pr~;ved rl:!.~ast:cJ•JS to na­
tio~al and iadiviclual ethics a:<C to ·;,:he uh0le sp:i.::-it of ::he P"aples 
affected. A com;romise bett-le8n old nnd neu concr-rtionH therefore would 
seem desirable. i1.:r:1y, at least, of the outw:"trd e~pre·;si.ons of the 0ld 
ideas could easily be kc:pt int.r;ct ar.d gra1ually ::=illed v1ith new meaning, 
~·7ithout in the lee . .st impairing educational and material progress. After 
all, the case of Japan shot-7S that an idea decidedly more primitive than 
that of the cosmic state and less adaptable to ethical reinterpretation 
than the latter, the belief in the descent of the I1ikado :::rom the Sun 
Goddess (or at least the fiction of such belief) may very well survive 
and coexist with all the refinements of modern science and technique. The 
current problems of Southeast Asia hitherto have been discussed almost 
exclusively from the point of view of economics and of political science. 
It t-JOuld be a grave mista.ke to disregard the importance of native culture 
and tradition for a future satisfactory reorganization of that regian. 
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