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Preface

Southeast Asia is one of the regions in the world whose
cultural history is seldom studied thoroughly and systematical-
ly. Take a glance at the world cultural history works pub-
lished in China and abroad, and you will find the fact that
most of them are by no means concerned with Southeast Asia.
Even the special world art history works hardly touch upon the
cultural history of Southeast Asia. Does this imply that South-
east Asia has no culture? Of course it has. As Mr Chen Xu-
jing, a famous Chinese historian once pointed out: ” Southeast
Asia not only has culture, but has advanced culture; not only
has history, but has a long history”. It is the acknowledge-
ment of an expert in history of Southeast Asia, and now more
and more people agree to his viewpoint. Mr Arnold Toynbee,
a great British historian, also paid more attention and set a
high value on the ancient culture of Southeast Asia in his last
work Mankind and Mother Earth.

Although people have realized that Southeast Asia has
brilliant culture, the study on cultural history of Southeast A-

sia is still a vulnerable point in the studies on world cultural




6 Preface

history. Most works on cultural history of Southeast Asia
published abroad are mongraphic art studies, and few of them
deal with comprehensive cultural history. As far as what 1
have gead are concerned, there are only two books somewhat
involved comprehensive cultural history. One is titled The
Culture of Southeast Asia, written by Reginald LE May. It
was first published in English in 1954, and then republished

many times. However, this book is limited with only 200
pages, it puts undue stress on the influence of Indian culture
and merely related before 14th century. The other is titled De-
velopment of Cultural Exchange in Southeast Asia: A Histori-

cal Perspective, writted by Chiu Xinmin, a Singapore scholar.
-it is a big “boo‘k with its own characteristics. But it mainly in-
volves history and cultyral exchange. In the past decade, there
have published about 100 books on Southeast Asian studies in
China, but no book mainly deals with regional or national cul-
tural history of Southeast Asia so far.

Southeast Asia is an important region in Asia, ever in the
world. Its politics, economy, and culture have developed with
its own characteristics. It has diverse cultural patterns and
varied & colourful cultural contents. From the academic view-
point, people show interest in the formation, the charactristics
and the influence of the culture of Southeast Asia, the relation
between the culture of Southeast Asia and external cultures as
well as its position in the world cultural history. As China’s

near neighbour, Southeast Asia has been friendly and closely
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related with China in the long history. Since the founding of
the Poeple’s Republic of China in 1949, the mutual relation
made a great progress. China has established diplomatic rala-
tions with all 10 Southeast Asian countries up to early 1990s.
Now the bilateral relation is in the best period. We should
have understood Southeast Asia in an all—round way as it is
closely related with China. We must first study its culture so
as to perfectly understand the whole situation of Southeast A-
sia. It is the very cultures that moulds different characters and
mental attitudes of varied countries and nationalities ; it is the
very distinctions of cultures that makes Southeast Asia quite
different from other region of the world, and makes some
Southeast Asian countries (Such as Myanmar and Thailand ,
Thailand and Laos, Indonesia and Malaysia) the same in
some: important aspects and different in other important as-
pects. Theréfore, from the viewpoints of either academic
study or understanding Southeast Asia, we should strengthen
the study on the cultural history of Southeast Asia. In short,
it is urgent that a book be published to introduce the origin,
the formation and the development of the culture of Southeast
Asia.

However, it is well — known that Southeast Asia is a
multinational region. Its cultural phenomenon is extremely nu-
merous and complicated. To start writing a cultural book is
just like looking for a pin on the ocean bed. I feel I have too

many things to take care of . In the process of study , I gradu-
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ally find that it is exceedingly difficult to write a cultural book
of Southeast Asia in a broad sense, i. e. it is nearly out of the
question to expound thoroughly and systematicaly the physical
culture, system culture and mental culture of Southeast Asia
due to being short of materials. As evenybody knows, South-
east Asia is a multinational region (Indonesia has more than
100 nationalities, the Philippines, Vietnam and Myanmar have
respectively dozens of nationalities, the other countries also
have many nationalities). All nationalities are at varied levels
of development and each has its own culture. Furthermore,
most minority nationalities living in mountains had not their
own scripts before 19th century, and few documents recorded
their culture. So it is quite impossible to write a cultural book
according to the cultural definition of anthropology & ethnolo-
gy. In other words, it is the task of ethnology & anthropology
to take a concrete study on these nationalities’ culture.

In view of the abovementioned recognition, it is feasible
to write a book of cultural development of Southeast Asia in a
narrow sense, i. e. the book introducing the ideological cul-
tures suth as thought, religion, academy, literature and art
which occupy the dominant position in the cultural develop-
ment of Southeast Asia. Although these cultures in a narrow
sense can not be divorced from social economic basis and phys-
ical culture, they are souls of physical culture. These cultures
are in dominant position even though they are not always

shared by the majority in Southeast Asia. They represent the
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main orientation of cultural development of Southeast Asia in
various period s and play a decisive role in the formation, men-
tal attitudes and main characteristics of each country’s culture.
The book emphasizes the development of culture, expounds
the historical process of the culture of Southeast Asia in
chronological order and tries to probe into its law of develop-
ment.

Hence the aim of this book is, based on introducing and
analysing briefly the historical development of Southeast Asia,
to give a comprehensive and systematic exposition on the dom-
inant cultures of the whole region and each country. It tries to
elaborate the religions, academies, cultures and arts from
primitive society to 1940s in Southeast Asia, and to explain
the influences of the historical conditions and internal & exter-
nal reasons why these cultures were developed and spread . It
thereby makes a tentative inquiry into the development of cul-
tural history of Southeast Asia. The main purpose of this book
is to make the readers have a rough but comprehensive under-
standing of the cultural development of the whole Southeast

Asia and each country in the region.

He Shengda
9, September, 1995
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