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| 3 South-East Asian Population History
and the Colonial Impact

ANTHONY REID

Southeast Asia’s population history as usually represented is marked by very low
growth and low population densities until the late eighteenth century, and by very
rapid growth in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Its challenge to conven-
tional demographic transition theory is not so much the timing of the upturn in
population, since it occurred at about the same time as that in Europe, as its scale
and its cause. Until the revisionist writings of the 1960s and subsequently it was
believed that the Javanese population had grown by 2.2 per cent a year in the
nineteenth century, and even the latest revisions have not been able to get that rate
down below about 1.4 per cent (Boomgaard, 1989: 1, 202). A marked reduction
appeared to have taken place in mortality without any substantial rise in standards
of living.

In the early part of this century colonial writings frequently asserted that this
rapid rise in population was the beneficent effect of European rule, and specifically
the effect of colonial peace and hygiene in reducing mortality. Modern critiques
have not disputed the importance of colonialism, only its beneficence. Clifford
Geertz’s Agricultural Involution (1963) has been the most influential, maintain-
ing that the nature of the Dutch system of forced deliveries of export products
(cultuurstelsel, roughly 1830-70) set Java on its fateful course of steep population
increase without any rise in nutrition, urbanization, industrialization or prosperity.
Geertz believed the system may have increased the birth rate as well as decreasing
mortality, while Ben White (1973) and Paul Alexander (1984) were inclined to go
further and attribute the whole effect to an increase in fertility.

Was this rapid population rise a ‘distortion’ imposed by colonialism on a pattern
which would otherwise have allowed mortality to drop and population to rise only
as economic and nutritional conditions improved? As the part of Asia most deeply
affected (along with Sri Lanka) by European colonial intrusion, Southeast Asia
seems a good place to test whether it was the nature of the colonial impact or other
factors which caused the rapid population increase of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

There is perhaps enough similarity in the ways Indonesia, Vietnam and Burma
were transformed under colonial rule in the period 18701940 to justify a term such
as ‘colonialism’ as a systematic body of beliefs and attitudes which had similar
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effects over a range of cultures and states. But it is diff%c.ult to go n'luch fu;tlier ]ilcek]
in time, or to think seriously about Malaya or the I"hlhpplne5, without tha urlr;tion
breaking down into very different structures, objectives and effects.. The ;i;)lp -
history of the region was affected by European contact from the smtee'n hc Samrz
onwards, but we should not expect that effect to be uniform or even in t e
direction over four centuries, dozens of cultural zones and ten modern countrle:a o
This chapter therefore seeks to look at a longer term from abf)ut 15‘0}(;, t}(l) e;v >
lish some of the features of Southeast Asia’s mf)de of 1nter.act10n w1'F the =
which were most important for its population history. I‘ believe that six p asest o
periods can be usefully delineated—the first tV\‘YO }.1aV1ng low or even nega }11\16
population growth and the remaining four constituting the modern demograp

transition.

1. 1500-1630: economic expansion and military conflict

European ships (as opposed to isolated Europeans) made their first ap}l);arancre l112
Southeast Asia in 1509. Two years later the Portuguese c.ornmander A ;ﬁe}fka
conquered Southeast Asia’s leading entrepdt, the Mus.hm sultanate 0-1~t e an(i
inaugurating the period when Europeans could not be ignored as a military
i or in the region. '
Corlr;rilleri?;loiicei/er not the %urning point it is usually thought to be (pa.lrtlcularlyl‘by
the Euro-centric histories of the past). The arrival of. the Portuguese shifted ﬁusﬁﬁ
trade routes away from Melaka and stimulated the rise of a number ofh n(eiwf 11urs1 m
ports (Aceh, Banten, Patani, Palembang) to replace the one that b;h 3 e o
aggressive Christians, but it did not alter the key trepds alre.ady esta dls e 1niall
fifteenth century. These were an increased role of 1nt.er¥1at1'onal tra ei) esl.)e(idony
along the spice-trading routes, an increase in c'ommeraahzatlon and url;{ar.lcliza1 993T
and a steady rise in the strength and centralization of trade-based states (Reid, -
', 6). . . . .
Bug)relzli(e);ziqﬁici of this trend was undoubtedly a relatively hl.gh and hlnc;ftlasmg
rate of urbanism. By the end of this period, around 1630, I estln}ate t ?tls gr(l)(())g
Ayutthaya and Mataram (Java) would all he}ve .reached populatlonsh'o 1 _,the
(as Pegu would have done before its destruction in 1599). In the Arc 1pelzz)g00000
port-cities of Banten, Aceh, and Makassar would also have reached a\bopt1 , ;
and half a dozen other cities in the region about 50,000. All these capltals e':xcepf
Mataram, Hanoi and Pegu must have held over ten per cent of the p(')ﬁ).u ation (1)
the country they dominated. Overall there mus_t }.1ave beer'l over a mi 1(})1n pe(t)p e
living in cities in excess of 30,000 in Southeast Asia in the mld—seventeellllt cejr; urr}I
(Reid, 1993: 73-5). Representing about five per cent of total Sc?ut e.ast sgl i
population this was a higher rate of urbanism. than then prevailed in n(?: ”
ern Europe (de Vries, 1976: 154), and also hlgher than §0utheast Asia lti:d
experienced in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The port-cen
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states around the strategic Straits of Malacca demonstrated the highest rates of
urbanism, importing much of their rice supply not from their hinterlands but
through maritime trade.
These cities were always multi-ethnic agglomerations of different communities
clustered around port, market, temple and palace. The cities were spread out by
European or Chinese standards, not constrained by city walls even when these were
built (as in the Mainland states especially). The habits of Southeast Asians—
frequent washing, living in light wood-and-bamboo houses elevated above the
ground, and eating meat only immediately after the animal had been killed at
a feast—probably made the Southeast Asian cities less unhealthy places than
European ones of the same period. Rainfall was heavy in most of these cities, and
the large flow of water through and around them served to some extent to clear
faeces and rubbish. Nevertheless the relatively high urbanization probably had a
negative effect on mortality in the period, in Southeast Asia as in Europe, drawing
migrants and captives out of rural villages to crowded cities where disease and death
were inherently more likely. There are a few indications of such a pattern in reports
of epidemics which wiped out large proportions of some of the urban popula-
tions-—as much as a third of the people of Kedah (1614) and Banten (1625-6), or
60,000 people in Makassar in 1636 (Reid, 1988: 60-1). Only when European
patterns of close-packed stone houses within a constraining wall were introduced to
colonial cities such as Batavia and Manila, however, can we say with confidence that
death rates exceeded birth rates over a relatively long term.

It is less easy to measure the relative frequency and intensity of war and devastat-
ing civil conflict. The only attempts in this direction that I am aware of, for Siam
(Battye, 1974: 1) and Burma (Lieberman, 1991) show an already high frequency of
warfare in the fifteenth century tending to rise further in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth. Northern Vietnam suffered a terrible period of internal warfare in the
second half of the sixteenth century, and southern Burma a horrendous blood
letting in the 1590s, which substantially reduced population in both areas (Li Tana,
1992: 15-27; Reid, 1993: 2823, 297). In the Archipelago the fifteenth century was
one of constant war in Java, the only area we can document so early. In all of these
cases the advent after 1509 of European firearms, and of relatively more ruthless
European tactics in using them, seems to have intensified the trends of the fifteenth
century by rendering wars more murderous. The Europeans did not reverse the
direction of change. Firearms of Chinese and Middle Eastern type had already been
introduced in the fourteenth and fifteenth century (Lieberman, 1980: 211; Reid,
1993: 220-2), but became much more effective in Portuguese hands. Most of the
non-Muslim states used Portuguese as specialist gunners and shock troops by about
1550, and their presence on both sides of Burma-Siam conflicts, for example, made
these more costly of human life.

Overall we can do little more than guess for this period that there were some
drastic losses of population as a result of war and disease in particular localities such
as northern Vietnam and southern Burma in the late sixteenth century. These losses
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rowth of population in the most flourishing

were probably at least balanced by g

immigrants,
centres which could maintain internal peace and attract or coerce g

bably including Bali, Aceh (northern Sumatra), .and central Sldellm up H’:Zrlilcel
p— £ 1567. The western impact cannot be said to have ha‘ any e
('hsaSter ’ thi; attern except to intensify it. Since Southeast Asia was .arfa ty
iﬂ:ﬁr;ceexggsed topthe commercial networks of Eurasia, Europeans are unlikely to

have introduced new diseases.

2. 1630-1750: crisis

owth and politico-military concentration came to0 an
for a complex of reasons wh.lch
) in monopolizing

This period of economic gr RS

d in the middle of the seventeenth cen ury,
ierrllclude the success of the Dutch East India Company (VOC
important branches of trade.

Ille % ()(: was t}le IllOSt adVaIlCed Capltallst
mn 1602 Wlt}l a Capltal ()f S]’X |[l|ll]’()|l gUllde]S a]ld a C}lar ter to IIl()IlOpOllze DutCIl
>

trade to Asia and as far as possible to use its strength to shut outda]il c;::;;zt;‘(c)lsog.f

By the 1620s it had monopolized the world supPly (.)f nutmeg, ag ey he 165!

cl};ves. By mid-century it had a majo;itc):f ;Fal(see 1rI1n Celrlll}ll:izn :gll ‘ }zopfmée s
i i o in 5

?lone’tlrrlltcloamflj‘;}e, I‘:’l::lkei. cll‘?soj;sian capital at Batavia (Jakarta) was mu.(t:h ti]g

i:;p::)srt aport (I:f Southeast Asia, and the Compa‘ny proceedc.ad to 1conﬁl1e;t1astime

magjor rivals—Makassar in 16669 and Banten in 1682. This onslaught,

i i ifficult
when Southeast Asia’s overall trade was in marked decline, created very di

i i i mmerce. In
conditions for that large section of society which had come to live by co

. . . 1 th
articular the urban centres lost much of their popula‘tlon, esplecm&]l}}llicl}rll hag
?ndonesian archipelago (Reid, 1993: 302-3). E)ven Spanish hé[a}cmleii;e e
reached a peak of prosperity in the 1620s and ’30s, was forced to
third as much trade wealth by the 1650s (Reid, 1993: 289).

i ine i id- teenth
Evidence is accumulating for a population decline in the mid-seven

century which was not limited to the cities, however. In the S}}ian\lls.};czzl)trfﬁleei
i f the Philippine Archipelago (lowland Luzon and the 1dy1 g

portlonstc? have been a 35 per cent loss in population between 1591 an 1: i

ngfngble continued decline until the 1680s." In Ambon and the adjacent Lea

institution of its time when founded

Owen for refinement of the ﬁgure6s60f9tg;h1:rtg; J;a;xiga{grgsl) tg

i i : 294. Beyond the decline from 166, 905 fr1 (
e feCOTdS l11;)668 5612)'(5 %’v::rr‘e}:?cirili?‘la'fozrgl%s an only 78,000 in 1686.acc0r.d1ngﬂto n?(;g{ﬁggrf%l;rzn s
108’?77 Vo id ’ce which Phelan (1959: 100) had first presented but in arbltrarfy oo
rea'dmg I e ent a 53% drop in population between 1591 and 1686, some O V\{l B
Thl? o rePlresenf Spanish control. Linda Newson (1998: 25-7) argues fqr an equally larg
;tettr:}r)el;e(};g;;n?issl ;)91,%rought about by conquest, ill-treatment, and epidemics.

! I continue to be grateful to Norman
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Islands (the then clove centre of the ‘spice islands’), under relatively tight Dutch
control, there was a drop of seventeen per cent between 1634 and 1674. In the
broader but hazier area of Dutch influence, also embracing Buru island and
southwest Seram where migration factors were more important, the decline may
have been as high as 37 per cent (Knaap, 1987: 101). In the older clove centre of
Ternate, despite repeated forced relocations to it of people from other islands, the
population fell by the second half of the seventeenth century to about one quarter
of what it had been a century earlier, even after making allowance for a Portuguese
tendency to exaggerate (van Fraassen, 1987, I: 89-90). In the Minahassa area of
northeastern Sulawesi, the data assembled by Henley (forthcoming: 95, 99)
appears to show a drastic drop in population from 9,880 fighting men in 1644 to
2,750 in 1669.

It is not yet clear whether these indications of population decline are specific to
certain areas unusually affected by war and unwelcome European control, or are
more general. In most Southeast Asian cases where questionable data has been
assembled into some kind of time series, however, it has pointed to a decline in
the mid to late seventeenth century. These cases now include the populous Red
River delta of Vietnam and the central heartland of Java (Reid, 1993: 297,
Ricklefs, 1986). If this trend does appear to be a general one, we still have the
dilemma of whether to attribute it to the undoubted economic downturn, to the
bloodshed introduced by new armaments and by the Dutch company’s designs on
a commercial monopoly, or to the ecological effects of the Tittle ice age’, still
poorly understood for the humid tropics (see further Reid, 1993: 285-98).
Boomgaard’s careful comparison of the tree-ring and historical evidence for the
climatic argument confirm that the period 1660-85 represented the most
exceptionally severe trough in the Indonesian Archipelago for dry years, famines,
and epidemics (Boomgaard, 1996).

The Southeast Asian export economies remained at a low ebb into the early
eighteenth century. Data assembled by the Economic History of Southeast Asia
Project in Canberra show that the four key Southeast Asian exports (cloves,
pepper, sugar and coffee) reached a peak in value terms in the 1640s which was
not surpassed until the 1760s, although there was a gradual recovery after 1700
from the severe slump of the late seventeenth century (Bulbeck et al, 1996). In
the Philippines, northern Vietnam and Burma a recovery in population appears
to have begun a little before 1700, but in most of the Archipelago what evidence
there is tends still downward until the mid-eighteenth century. A decline in the
urban concentrations of the previous period would have been beneficial for
mortality rates, but the one clear urban ‘winner’ of the late seventeenth century,
Dutch Batavia, ‘the queen of the East’, was the worst death-trap of all by the
1730s. Raffles (1817: 11, App. A) presented data which seem to support his claim
for “An extent of mortality in Batavia, as compared with the number of inhabi-

tants, that was perhaps never exampled, for the same space of time, in any other
Quarter of the world’. An average of 49,300 deaths a year were recorded in Batavia
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in the period 1730-52, from a city population only a little over 100,000 at the

beginning of that period and substantially less during the 1740s.”

3, 1750-1850: economic expansion, immigration and demographic growth

The upturn of economic activity and population growth between the mid-
cighteenth and the mid-nineteenth centuries has only recently been the focus of
attention. It was for long obscured by colonial categories, which perceived the
decline and fall (1799) of the VOC and the intrusion of the British during the
period 1795-1816 as an indication that a new colonial century was beginning
around 1800. The disruptions to European data sources caused by the Napoleonic
wars have made it harder to see this century as a whole from a Southeast Asian
perspective. When the data is accumulated, however, it shows remarkable commer-
cial growth, beginning slowly in the 1760s but reaching exceptionally high levels by

tween 1790 and 1850. Our accumulation of the four key Southeast

any standards be
Asian exports by value shows annual export growth of between five and six per cent

between the 1780s and the 1840s, the highest sustained period of commercial
growth in the region before the modern post-1960 era (Bulbeck et al., 1996; Reid,
1997: 60—78). The reasons are essentially fourfold:

in fact a boon for Southeast Asian

1. The collapse of the VOC monopolies was
Britain imposed a blockade which

exporters. During the Napoleonic period when
crippled Dutch shipping to the East, the newly-independent Americans more than
filled the gap, creating a new free market for pepper and coffee. Indonesian growers
responded to the higher prices, especially those of the post-war boom after 1816, by

expanding production dramatically.
2. China experienced a period of remarkable economic and demographic growth

in the eighteenth century, stimulating both trade and emigration on a large scale to
Southeast Asia. Chinese miners and cash-croppers moved in their thousands to
open up gold and tin mining throughout the region, as well as planting pepper,

at last received rigorous attention in a Leiden dissertation by
es that the appalling mortality in Batavia in this period was
entirely due to a ferocious and sustained epidemic of malaria tropica, carried by the Anopheles sundaicus
which bred in brackish coastal fish-ponds permitted adjacent to Batavia only from 1729. From detailed
records of the Christian population he is able to show that mortality among the permanently resident
population was only 60 to 80 per thousand throughout this period, only about double that of European
cities in the period. On the other hand 50% of VOC soldiers newly sent out to Batavia had died within
their first year, and 60-70% within their first two years (van der Brug, 1995: 201). This exceptionally
high mortality probably also applied to the thousands of Chinese who arrived each year from their non-
malarial homeland. A somewhat lower mortality might be expected among the roughly 3,000 slaves
brought into the city each year chiefly from eastern Indonesia, some of whom would have been
previously exposed to malaria tropica, but most of whom were in a poorer physical condition than the
Europeans and Chinese. Overall, in other words, the extraordinarily high burial figures cited by Raffles,

for all races, must be attributed primarily to the ravages of malaria among the newly arrived population.

® The extraordinary death rate has
P. H. van der Brug (1995). He conclud
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Ig)irlililrallse:laaréiuiﬁgar 'II‘IL }.ntherto underpopulated areas of Borneo, the Malayan
re Overs;as actiea}st fa?land apd the Mekf)ng Delta. With Beijing finally accepting
many Chinese sh‘i’}l)tger(; I;:(S)Vilébi;?iaasse leif"; l';(}l;n]'ate i'n 'the S e
oty o5 Btk beo s ase of their ac‘tlvmes to Southeast Asian ports
off;cials bribed more gchealply thl:;l ’irll{ lCallllliilr:sie]i)rcl)lrI:se 1(’vail¢§,r f1: 952;131; could bebuileand
nast.iCTiloeH;hiie.rnetlilorlMaJn'land states of Southeast Asia each went through a dy-
pastic « inp 17;11 Ie atehelghteenth c.entury—Burma in 1752, Siam in 1769 and
follomed by the r.isen efac case a period of instability and population loss was
created internal peaceoto aau?l ﬁzgzgzegzme?iygjts ty,t V{Jhic'}ll funiﬁed ooy ane
‘ d i ent. Unti i i
i;zla;:;:;ztu Eostg;:{}:x colonial pressure in the middle of0 trlizdnlilrllg;e(elrelﬁn?e‘:tla;?;
the Konbaw %i—lowed Ti an.(ci1 Nguye.n dynast.ies which respectively ruled these three)
countries a1l showe: c0111331 erable interest in both agricultural intensification and
comimer pansion. Peace also came to Java at last in 1755 with the Giyanti
: W%Lm%osed by Dutch arms on the exhausted Javanese combatants o

o .the f;uglzoiasa?wceizi f(t)lllrerrll::wtforn}s of nc;ildl r{)arcotic, notably tea and coffee,
eighteenth and early nineteenth c)ent?:;?e(;.r IXSC wfﬂoasa}thgaqe o o e
ASlacIll co}f;f.'ee and sugar production, there was an added delclllleriflc(; fe()ffesc;[)l(l)‘:}llesa(;lile'%t
goods which could be exchanged against the precious tea from China. This in tlsllriln

combined with the other factors
ed v above, ensured i i
(1819) in stimulating local commerce. ured the rapid success of Singapore

These changes ap inci

pear to have coincided with, and i

‘ : N probably in compl

ic:tclls:d, the first definite shift to sustained higher population ngwth TI}?ep eiidways
o beaiiers;:iiu:idtstrsﬁlgest where we have colonial records, but should r.lot be thozz;i

ed to those cases. The evidence of Spani ]

: ases. Tl panish tributos shows a patt
Eor];tlzle:;on relcovery beginning in the 1690s, but then of rapid growth a&gal ;;? Z’f
nearly one per cent a year between 1735 and :
1800 (Owen, 1987: 9). I

{2}@1;;? (:}:)eaftland ‘(?)en}:ral and East Java minus the Dutch-ruled north co)a.lstr)1 :((I}IZ

ntroversial) household taxation units kn.
e ) units known as cacah continued t

ply until the peace established b i y
o . ed by the 1755 Giyanti Tre
Coiiﬁez rrecover‘ed swiftly. In a 1987 paper I juggled with cacahyreturns ailtz’ l;tz:
i WhOIepb ary estimates to postulate a growth of one per cent per annum for Java
e b(fglveen'lz% and 1795, and 1.45% between 1795 and 1815 (Reid 198?5'
e Shogle;o s Boomgaard’s .(1989: 202) estimates are significantly ’lower.
i not place great reliance on particular figures, it is important f01:
el 0}; re;:at;)vélote tha11:Et the upward turn of the population curve began with the
‘ peace after 1755, not with Dutch control i
to l%ﬁglen}el or disease control in the nineteenth century oo any partcular changes
e . . :
underg;vneoily.miependent regimes of Mainland Southeast Asia appear to have
similar growth in population once internal peace was established at
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i o separate
the end of the eighteenth century. In Vietnam the tax records of the two sep

i i in the eighteenth century recorded ogly 206,31.1
(Tm‘tﬁle “r‘;’iels\li‘ll Ziz)nz%lmi;s 11;113, andg291,930 in the southerr'l half dln f1()169r(()1812
"(c;)i(: case more realistically). The tloFal,tflvenOx:;}}llenc :SJ;?:?Z?;ﬁfuﬁI; bee ma(?ie >

i in the n ) .
und;r t{leep;)(l)rgr;ioofazzsleorfn:l);ti:corded by the powerful Lé dynasty 1nO trlllle r;;);gll
alo;e in the f;fteenth century (Lé Thanh Khoi, 1987: 2'22, ?3(5)2, 2r6lz1 ?r)l;mguzated '
the Nguyen ruler Gia-Long reuniﬁe.d the country 1nf1th gﬁeenth S
caceful period did the figures rapldly.pass those of the - e rmodnde,
I7)19 510 taxable males in 1829; 970,516 in 1840; 1,024,388 in

N e th-century estimates by western visitors and

For Siam we are reliant on nineteen : erT o
residents, but these certainly rise sharply from Crawfurd’s 2.79 million (

Roberts’ 3.62 million (1835) to Pallegoix’s 5.25 million (1854) anl()i 'f(il:fii;:;l}l)l;); Zf
the first census in 1911 (Skinner, 1957: 68). Burmgse records are e': , e e
se ars low long-term growth (no doubt with sharp 1oca} rises an sb
ISIL(EEI?ZZ;CZiZn manner) until the enumeration at ;cihe b;gilninng (:lf I:l};:aggrrlls il::f
i i i ared with later en cor
oy }117813. Eéiedgigggrgs;ncgogear(;znllg%, which show a significant rise in
dugted }?Y the dl;lread begun in the late eighteenth century (Burney, 1§42; T'ra}%eﬁ
populatlon' a1979' 4}(;0—21' Lieberman, 1984: 20-2). Thereafter, Judith Riche
a:l(iullii)e? }[%l’at the i3urmese )population continued to increase at rates of around one
;er cent between 1826 and 1901 (Olzver]';,'lll?tSE;).north
i -Billiton,
e 'l\é[: 1(?’ "'z}rllepglllllrflS(l)lf1 ?}?;ignci including the lower Mek(?ng area lortitghwasti;i1
f)ast/i?rlf:ie there was also rapid population growth beginmng in the %ate elegnitrt:enup
Zntu Il”l these areas Chinese immigration played a crucial rohe in (l)rll) buﬂgd s
;' h—Zi.nfall forest areas to mining and cash-cropPlng, as well as b
t;%vns like Bangkok, Ha Tien, Saigon, Penang an.d Singapore. Theg we:)el:1 oo
by migrants from nearer at hand as prosperity was generated ar

enCOamI‘erlr:eer(l)ttS}.ler hand most of the remainder of the Indonesian Archipelago,
n

tside Java, remained subject to petty warfare and ins'tability until l}zltte ulet}(l)ef
ninet th c)entury and population growth there remained low. In .tle ca -
rsltﬁrel‘;ig there weré major setbacks to population. Th:c ]?utch cc;lonl:tr;v?i; o
well known. Both the Dutch campaign against the Padris in West umSt o
40) and against the Acehnese in the north (1873.—1911) must‘ lllavetic(())n e

f thousands of lives by war and attendant disease and dis ocation. -
E wn are the effects of the militant Islamic crusade of the Padns. th;ln'lse Vekabau
t}I:eO previously well-populated Batak area to the p.orth of Lhelr N ;gzr;gbefore
homeland. Estimates of (Toba, Angkola and Man.dalhng) Bata0 pop tlon b

od. fter this episode in the 1830s suggest a decline by 30—?0 %, no dou 5
j;‘(‘)lr: 1t)e; ﬂi;htpkidnapping, famine and disease than by violent deaths (Castles,

rea

ern and western Borneo and the
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1975: 198). It is clear that the nineteenth century created the sharp imbalance
between the populations of Indonesia’s two principal islands, Java and Sumatra,
which has been only very slowly correcting itself (more by higher Sumatran birth
rates than by migration) in the twentieth century.

Population growth rates are both higher and more firmly documented in
colonially controlled areas of the nineteenth century. The above evidence suggests
that population growth owed something, but by no means everything, to the
peace imposed by European rule. The growth began, in every case except the
Philippines and ‘outer Indonesia’ (i.e. outside Java), before colonial rule was
established. The essential ingredient would appear to have been peace and
stability, which both lowered death rates and raised birth rates. This was brought
about by the Nguyen, Konbaung and Chakkri dynasties as much as by the Spanish
in the Philippines and the Dutch in Java. There may, however, have been indirect
effects of the European presence in bringing this relative stability about. The
Javanese rulers certainly knew after 1755 that armed conflicts among them would
only benefit the Dutch, and it is likely that similar thoughts discouraged the rulers
of Vietnam, Burma and Siam from embarking lightly on the warfare which had
formerly been almost constant.

We know too little about the ingredients of this rise in population prior to
colonial rule proper. Norman Owen (1988) has assembled figures for crude birth
and death rates collected at local levels in the Philippines and Java in the early
nineteenth century, which suggest birth rates of 40-48 and death rates of 24-33.
Although Boomgaard (1989: 202—4) has increased the weight of evidence for
declining death rates as the explanation for the population rise in Java, I endorse
Owen’s tentative conclusion that the whole change is unlikely to have been
attributable to this factor. Southeast Asian warfare was not very costly of lives on
the battlefield, since wars were largely conducted to capture rather than kill the
scarce resource of manpower. On the other hand they were extremely disruptive
to food supplies, to nuptiality and normal marital relations, as people either fled
before a raiding force or were carried off by it. The conditions of relative stability
and prosperity which much of Southeast Asia enjoyed after 1780 were likely to
have increased the birth rate as well as reducing the death rate.

Finally, it appears likely that the revival of commerce in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries encouraged the regrowth of substantial cities, though
perhaps not on the scale of Period One (1500-1650). The urban heart of the
Burmese kingdom (Amerapura plus Sagaing on the opposite side of the river)
embraced ten per cent of the Burmese population at the 1783 enumeration and
thirteen per cent in 1802 (Koenig, 1990: 59). Bangkok was also estimated to have

had more than ten per cent of Siam’s population by many visitors in the early
nineteenth century (Skinner, 1957: 68-87). The relatively urban Straits Settle-
ments (Penang, Singapore and Melaka) appear to have held about a third of the

Malayan population in the 1830s according to contemporary estimates (Newbold,
1839).
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4. 1850-1930: colonially induced ‘peasantization’

At different points in the nineteenth century most of Southeast Asia came under
direct European control. Only in the Philippines, and to a limited extent in parts of
Java and Maluku (the eastern ‘spice islands’), had the Europeans previously been
much interested in the scattered rural population. This changed as the Dutch
subjected the whole of Java in the Java War of 1825-30. The British annexed lower
Burma at about the same time and progressively further chunks of Burma and
Malaya fell to the British, of Indonesia to the Dutch, and of Indochina to the
French. Only the rulers of Siam (modern Thailand) remained by 1900 in control of
their own destiny, though subject to the same economic forces and social models as
the other regions. Mid-century is an arbitrary turning point for the new period—
too late in the case of Luzon and Java, too early in the case of Vietnam, northern
Burma and much of Sumatra, Borneo and eastern Indonesia.

The key features of ‘high colonialism” in relation to population were the over-
whelming emphasis on agricultural production, a plural society in which the
majority indigenous populations were encouraged to focus on peasant produc-
tion, and the constrained nature of cities. Taken together these appear to have
encouraged a rapid growth of rural population. We can here only sketch the barest
outlines of the argument, much of which is already familiar in the literature.

The colonial authorities of this period had in common a concern to use their
Southeast Asian colonies as centres of tropical agriculture, to produce the raw
materials which could not be grown in Europe, and to receive in exchange the high
value-added products of European manufacture. In each of the colonies they
encouraged an intensification of agriculture through European-managed estates of
sugar, coffee, tea, rubber and oil palm, as well as the infrastructure to export the
produce of small-holders growing coffee, pepper and rubber. Colonial regimes also
provided the irrigation, fertilizers, and credits to encourage rice-growers to shift
from less intensive dry rice to the more labour-intensive flooded field system.
Colonial authorities thought in terms of productivity per hectare of land, since
they wanted land made available for export crops. They therefore tended to see the
swidden method of slash-and-burn cultivation as wasteful and primitive, where
Southeast Asian farmers had appreciated its relatively low labour requirements
which had allowed time for cash-cropping, small trade, manufacture (notably of

cloth and ceramics), and of course ritual, political and recreational activity,
alongside the staple rice production. In Central and East Java peasants were
encouraged to intensify rice production so that both fields and labour could also
be used for the export crops the Dutch required. Elsewhere a rice surplus was
sought where possible, to supply the specialist labour force on the European-
managed estates and the cities. In Burma and Vietnam the surplus sustained
massive rice exports. By the end of this period the overwhelming majority of
Southeast Asians were peasant farmers, most of them engaged in producing rice on

flooded fields.
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generalized more broadly. These must include some effect of smallpox vaccination,
as well as famine-reducing communications, in reducing mortality rates. Above all
the somnolent peacefulness which was the objective of colonial administrations

everywhere certainly reduced mortality and may have encouraged fertility. Society
ble in this period, with the Southeast Asian’s

was exceptionally and enforcedly sta
rtune far from home held in check by elabo-

propensity to migrate and seek his fo
rate bureaucratic controls resting on the colonial ideology of the self-sufficient and

harmonious village community.
Tt does also seem to be the case that wet-rice agriculture is particularly capable of

and perhaps evoking) rapid increases in population, as has been

absorbing ( ( !
Hayami an

demonstrated from societies both within and beyond Southeast Asia
Tsubouchi, 1989). A particular contrast in my current research field is that between
the wet-rice farming Toba Batak and the dry-rice growing Karo Batak, both sharing
a similar culture around Lake Toba in North Sumatra. The Tobas, at least since they
have been Christian, have been the most astonishingly fertile of Indonesian peoples,
while the Karo have long been among the most restrained, using abortion routinely
to keep fertility in check. At the 1930 census it was calculated that the completed
family size was five for the Karo and eight for the Toba (Castles, 1975: 192). Since
1970 the Karo have been among the most receptive to family planning programmes,
and at the 1990 census Karo women in the 35-39 age group had given birth to an
average 3.83 children against 6.44 for the analogous Toba women (BPS, 1992: 78).

It seems to me that the two likeliest explanations for the strikingly higher Toba
birth rate are their wet-rice agricultural tradition and their longer exposure to
Christianity. There is much evidence for low fertility among animist shifting cultiva-
tors in Island Southeast Asia in the first half of this century when birth rates elsewhere
were exceptionally high. I have reviewed this evidence before (Reid, 1987: 39-41), and
need only reiterate that the 1930 Census in Indonesia, and the 1903 Census in the
Philippines, made clear that the lowest figures of both ever born children and
surviving children were among animist swidden highlanders in places like Central
Sulawesi, Sumba, and the Luzon cordillera. Contemporary Europeans frequently
asserted that the reason for these low birth-rates was the extremely heavy work-load
of women, which led to miscarriages, exhaustion, and an early cessation of child

eid, 1987; also Marsden, 1783: 285; Raffles, 1817 I: 70). There are however

bearing (R
ant to low birthrates.

other features of swidden societies that may be even more relev
Firstly they were often mobile, with both men and women leaving home for long
periods to tend distant gardens, to forage in the forest, to market both cash crops and
forest products which supplement income and imports of salt, fish, guns and cloth, or
to participate in or take refuge from the frequent raiding that marked many of the
societies. Secondly, because swidden cultivators had a more varied pattern of crops
including those grown explicitly for the market, both men and women were involved
in commerce. Certainly the Karo have long distinguished themselves from the Toba
on those grounds. This may help account for the readiness to calculate the profit and
loss of having numerous children, and to plan small families deliberately.
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ecological disaster (of which the financial crisis of 1997-8 was a foretaste)? Or
should we rather see the high colonial period as the aberration; an enforced
stagnation from which Southeast Asia is only now beginning to extricate itself?

I'am more inclined to the second view than the first. In the long term Southeast
Asia has to be seen as an open, pluralistic region, a crossroads of goods, people
and ideas which has never found it easy to shut itself off from the world outside—
Burma being the partial exception. This openness and the unique resources
Southeast Asia possessed enabled the region to profit markedly from Periods One
(1500-1630) and Three (1750-1850), when the world economy was growing
rapidly. The same qualities made the crises of Periods Two (1630-1750) and Five
(1930-65) particularly severe, since the region could not insulate itself as Japan
(in Period Two) and China were able to do. Nor was Southeast Asia able to resist
the imposition of direct colonial rule in Period Four ( 1850-1930). The colonial
regimes believed that they were ‘opening’ Southeast Asian economies and
societies to the world by exporting their produce and building infrastructure. In
social and cultural terms the reverse was more nearly the case. As never before
Southeast Asians became a peasant people living in rural villages insulated by
paternalistic officials and culturally distant traders from the changes that were
transforming the world outside.

The crisis of Period Five, although expressing itself as a reaction against Period
Four, should perhaps be seen as a necessarily difficult ending of that Period. The
nationalist values articulated in the 1940s to 1960s tended to turn colonial values
upside down rather than abandoning them. Colonial borders became a sacred
part of the new national identity, but allegiance to such borders had to be built
through a strident rhetoric of anti-colonialism. But with all the failures of that
period, the mass education in which all the new regimes put their hopes can be
seen as a success. The new education systems have created new people, relatively
assured about their nationality, anxious to move into middle class occupations in
the cities, optimistic about progress, prepared to work hard so that they or their
children can enjoy the fruits of that progress, and anxious to limit births to make
those aspirations possible. The cost of educating children has ‘tipped [the
balance] heavily against considering children short-term economic contributors’
(Hull and Hatmadji, 1990). After the paroxysm of destroying colonialism the
region has returned to its role as an open crossroads, where foreign capital,
tourists and technologies are particularly welcome. In the globally more inte-

grated world we are now entering, this characteristic is likely again to be a major
asset.
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