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Introduction

• Three interrelated components in this presentation:  
(1) east-west international maritime trade; 
(2) the Negara Selat (Straits Realm); and 
(3) the Orang Laut or Sea People

• Orang Laut a crucial factor in success of maritime realms in the Negara Selat, 
and yet barely mentioned in histories of Singapore, Malaysia, or Indonesia

• Changed economic circumstances and significant technological changes in the 
19th century undermined Orang Laut value

• Decline captured in European depictions in text and sketches,  and in late 19th

century and modern-day Malay attitudes (no category for Orang Laut)



Southeast Asia and the East-West Trade
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The Sea Peoples



Summary of Conditions contributing to 
Importance of Orang Laut

• East-West international maritime trade primary passage through 
Southeast Asia via Straits of Melaka

• Straits of Melaka advantages: midway in long route, and protected 
from monsoon winds

• Route of trade ships went through seas inhabited by numerous Orang 
Laut groups

• Seas at the southern end of the Straits of Melaka were treacherous 
and posed danger from reefs, hidden shoals, currents, and piracy



The “Negara Selat” or Straits Realm from a Sea Perspective



Identifying “Negara Selat”

• Sulalatus Salatin (Sejarah Melayu, Raffles Ms. 18, c. 1612):  “Laut”=Negara Selat

[Sri Tri Buana addresses  Demang Lebar Daun] “…hendak berankgkat ke LAUT, hendak mencari
tempat yang baik hendak beta perbuatkan negeri. Setelah keluar dari Kuala Palembang, 
menyeberang ke SELAT Sepat, dari SELAT Sepat lalu ke SELAT Sambar.”

[Bendahara addresses son, Tun Pikrama, to bring refugee Melaka ruler, Sultan Mahmud Syah to 
safety in 1511] “Pergi engkau ke LAUT, kampungkan segala rakyat di LAUT, mari kita pergi
menjemput Yang Dipertuan…Maka Tun Pikrama pun pergilah mengimpunkan segala sakai, maka
segala sakai pun berkampunglah…”

• Early Chinese sources speak of the waters of Lo-yueh being a rendezvous for international 
shipping to and from China; “Lo-yueh” was reconstructed by two French scholars as “Laut”.

• Arabs write of “Salahit” (from selat), rich in natural produce, located somewhere on or off the 
east coast of Sumatra

• A Raja Negara Selat mentioned 1719 Dutch VOC source as leader of the Orang Laut based in 
Singapore and head of large numbers of Orang Laut

• When Raffles proclaimed Hussein as rightful ruler of Johor in 1819, the Tuhfat al Nafis referred to 
Hussein as “Yang Dipertuan Selat”



The Negara Selat as a “Sea of Islands”

• Epeli Hau’ofa:  “Sea of Islands” 
concept with emphasis on 
“connectivities” in dynamic seas

• Land-Water continuum from the 
Pacific:  Ahupua’a in Hawai’i and 
puava in Marovo (Solomons)

• Unified realm of land (dry and 
submerged) and seas (reefs and 
lagoons) and their resources

• Seas as “seamarks” in routes to 
resources and family

• New spatial configuration based on 
sea
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The Orang Laut from a Sea Perspective





The Orang Laut

• Basic socio-economic unit was small community of boats under elders or chosen 
leader

• Through search for sea products, they gained intricate knowledge of the seas in 
which they operated

• Connectivities and maritime space:  each group operated in specific waters, but 
they reciprocated when necessary to share resources

• When necessary, communities combined to gather sea products or to provide 
fighting force or ships for allied land kingdoms

• Not monolithic, but historical evidence of differing loyalties to land kingdoms in 
the Negara Selat

• Differences noted in different tasks assigned to Orang Laut groups by 19th century 
Johor rulers

• In 19th century Johor, Orang Suku Bintan a prestigious Orang Laut group





Bintan as Major Centre of Negara Selat

• Arab geographer Ibn Said (13th c.): 
Bintan a centre where “armed black 
pirates with poisoned arrows 
emerge, possessing armed warships; 
they plunder people…”

• Marco Polo (1294): Bintan a trade 
centre for spices and other goods

• Chinese sources mention Bintan
trade mission in 1323

• Sulalatus Salatin (Raffles 18, c. 
1612): story of Queen of Bintan
assisting Sri Tri Buana in settling in 
Temasek/Singapore





Orang Laut in Srivijaya (late 7th-14th)

• Guided ships through straits, 
patrolled waters and brought 
ships to port

• Early warning system and 
protection: Orang Laut village at 
Sungsang at the mouth of the 
Musi River, and at Simpang in 
Jambi, at junction of two 
tributaries that allowed access 
to Batang Hari



Orang Laut Role in Melaka (c. 1400 – 1511)

• Malay and Portuguese sources say they accompanied Palembang prince and 
helped select site of Melaka

• According to Portuguese source, Orang Laut leaders and descendants still served 
as Bendaharas and Laksamanas in 1509

• Safeguarded trade lanes in Straits

• Defended Melaka when it was attacked by the Portuguese in 1511. “They carry 
blow-pipes with their small arrows of black hellebore [poisonous plants] which, 
as they touch blood, kill, as they often did to our Portuguese in the enterprise 
and destruction of the famous city of Malacca…” (Pires)

• After Melaka fell, the Orang Laut are summoned by a Melaka official to gather 
and bring the refugee Sultan Mahmud Syah to a new capital

• Orang Laut also gathered sea products for trade at Melaka



Orang Laut Role in Johor (1530s – late 19th)- 1

• Establishment of new capital on 
Johor River for strategic reasons

1. Orang Laut could patrol mouth 
of the river to prevent attacks by 
sea

2. Near OL strongholds that 
controlled important passage 
through narrow straits (Pedra
Branca, Middle Rock, South 
Ledge)

3. Establishment of customs post in 
Singapore



“Xabandaria” [Syahbandar’s Post] in 
Singapore (map c. 1619)



Decline in Importance of Orang Laut in 
Negara Selat

• Johor regicide in 1699 brought division of Orang Laut allied with 
Johor, leading to Minangkabau and Bugis intervention

• Victory of Bendahara dynasty by 1728 saw gradual displacement of 
Orang Laut by Bugis in Negara Selat

• In addition, new developments led to decline of value of Orang Laut
to local rulers/authorities
By the 19th century, new plantation and mining economy became more 

economically significant than trade in Straits produce

Introduction of the steamship and advances in arms technology made Orang 
Laut role as guardians of the sea lanes redundant



Shifting Perceptions of the Orang Laut

• Even in 1714 Orang Laut constituted a quarter of Johor’s fighting force, and 
important offices in Malay kingdoms continued to be held by Orang Laut
leaders

• Orang Laut were part of the cosmopolitanism of the Malay entrepots and 
would have participated in the vitality of such centres in the exchange of 
goods and ideas

• By mid-19th century, however, socio-economic and strategic position of 
Orang Laut was seriously undermined and was reflected in the European 
and Malay gaze
State of dress or undress
Mobility vs sedentarism
Landed vs maritime pursuits



People of the Negara Selat

“Seletars of Singapore” “Malays of the Salat” 

(From the University of Otago’s Hocken Pictorial Collections, John Turnbull Thompson, 1848)



Reassessing the Role of the Orang Laut in the 
Negara Selat (Including Singapore)

• Lucrative international maritime trade passing through the Negara Selat
made Orang Laut indispensable to Malay rulers

• Until late 19th century, relationship of Orang Laut and Malay kingdoms was 
of mutual advantage; they were allies

• Orang Laut were crucial to the success of Singapore and other entrepot
states along the Straits of Melaka from 6th to the 19th centuries but remain 
unrecognized in histories of the region

• Orang Laut suffer fate of other ethnic groups that have also played an 
important historical role but were written out of their histories, such as the 
Mons in Mynamar and the Chams in Vietnam

• Rewriting Singapore’s history before 1819 offers an opportunity  to 
restore the important historical role of the Orang Laut in Negara Selat


