
LESSON 5

Spice, rice and  
the economic  
histories of  
Southeast Asia



Subject History/Social Studies

Topic
The spice trade in Southeast Asia: A connected world and societies transformed, fifteenth to sixteenth 
centuries

Level Lower secondary 

Key idea 

The spice trade in Southeast Asia illustrated different types of connections, between countries; between trade 
and politics, society and religion; between island and mainland Southeast Asia; and between Southeast 
Asia and the world. Southeast Asian societies and economies were transformed by these encounters and 
connections.

Key concepts

Cash crops
Commerce
Cosmopolitan centres
Hinterland and coastland
Influence / Diffusion: cultural and religious
Islam
Maritime trade
Urbanization
Theravada Buddhism

No. of periods/lessons 2 periods (1 period is approximately 50 minutes)

Facilities needed Sources and handouts for distribution

Prerequisite knowledge No prerequisite knowledge required

Learning objectives  
By the end of the lesson, the students will be able to: 

KNOWLEDGE SKILLS ATTITUDES
1. Identify the major spices from Southeast 

Asia traded on the world markets, explain 
why these spices were much sought after, 
and identify the early trade routes between 
Southeast Asia, Europe, China, India and 
the Middle East.

2. Identify the major maritime and mainland 
ports in Southeast Asia. 

3. Describe the interdependence between 
Southeast  Asian c i t ies  and the 
connectedness Southeast Asia had with 
other parts of the world, and explain 
how Southeast Asian societies were 
transformed by such connections and 
interactions. 

1. Read sources to understand how the 
spice trade connected Southeast Asia to 
other parts of the world, and think about 
how Southeast Asian societies were 
transformed due to these connections. 

1. Realize how Southeast Asian countries 
were connected to other parts of the world 
through the spice trade. 

2. By examining the linkages between 
Southeast Asia and other parts of the 
world, students appreciate Southeast 
Asia as a dynamic region that is vibrant, 
multicultural and constantly evolving. 
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Section Lesson Development Resources Rationale

Introduction
 [15 minutes] 

1. Pre-lesson preparation
1.1 Gather cloves, black pepper, nutmeg and mace 

and places them in glass jars or transparent plastic 
bags. Label the spices. Alternatively, use local, easily 
available spices and adjust Handout 1 to match the 
spices used in class.

1.2 Prepare two to three sets of the four spices. 

• Handout 1: Name the 
spice

• Local spices

The Hook activity helps engage 
students through sight, smell 
and touch. Asking the students 
if they use spices at home also 
helps establish relevance 
between the topic and their 
daily lives. 

2. Hook activity
2.1 Divide the class into groups of four.
2.2 Distribute Handout 1 to read as a group. 
2.3 Set up two or three stations, each with the four spices 

prepared. 
2.4 Allow each group three minutes at the stations to 

examine, touch and smell the spices. 
2.5 Students complete Handout 1 after examining the 

spices. 
Answers: 1. Nutmeg; 2. Pepper; 3. Cloves; 4. Mace

2.6 Students share their answers. Encourage them to 
share what they smell to help students establish the 
significance of spices as aromatics. 

2.7 Students discuss if and how they use spices at home:
• What spices do they use at home?
• What do they use them for? 
• How important are spices in their lives? 
Elicit responses such as ‘food preparation’, ‘food 
preservation’, ‘medicinal value’, ‘religious rituals’, etc. 
to help students establish links between the topic 
and their daily lives. 

Development I
[30 minutes]

3. Teacher talk
• Spices are important in world history. 
• Southeast Asia was one of the principal sources of 

spices and aromatics (show Source 1 and Source 2). 
Cross-reference the location of the Spice Islands on a 
map of the Southeast Asian archipelago (Source 3) 
and a world map (Source 4) if necessary. 

• Spices were highly sought-after commodities, leading 
to trade, exploration and linkages between Southeast 
Asia and the wider world (Europe, China, India and 
the Middle East). 

• The spice trade illustrates different types of 
connections: between countries; between trade and 
politics, society and religion; between island and 
mainland Southeast Asia; and between Southeast 
Asia and the world. 

• These connections will be explored in this lesson and 
the next (Lesson 6).

• Source 1: An excerpt 
from a book by a 
historian about the 
spice trade

• Source 2: A map of 
the Moluccas and the 
Kingdom of Makassar 
in Celebes

• Source 3: Map of 
Southeast Asian 
Archipelago in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries

• Source 4: The ancient 
spice trade route 
connecting Asia to 
Europe

The teacher talk unpacks 
information quickly for the 
students. 
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Section Lesson Development Resources Rationale

4. Group work 
4.1 Distribute Handout 2.
4.2 Each group reads two of the ten sources A to J on 

Handout 2. Based on the sources, the students are to 
explain how the spices were used by different groups 
of people in the sources. Sources A, B and C are in 
Europe, D and E are in China, F, G and H are in India 
and I and J are in the Middle East. Each group shares 
their findings with the class.

4.3 Consolidate students’ sharing by explaining how 
spices were desired for their aromatic properties and 
used in cooking and medical treatments. This desire 
for spices prompted exploration and trade between 
other parts of the world and Southeast Asia. 

• Handout 2: Why were 
spices desired on the 
world markets?

• Source A – Source J

Group work encourages 
collaborative learning and 
enables students to piece 
together a larger picture of the 
topic. 

5. Teacher talk
• Use Source 4 to briefly highlight the spice trade route.
• Ask the students to think about why maritime routes 

were used instead of overland routes. Elicit responses 
such as the dependable winds and monsoons, the 
inhabitability of forested hinterlands, etc. 

• Explain that European merchants (initially the 
Portuguese, followed by the Dutch and English, and 
to a lesser extent the Spaniards) acted as middlemen 
to bring the spices to their home markets. 

• There were also numerous Arab merchants from 
the Middle East and traders from India and China. 
Support explanation with maps (Source 5 and Source 
6) to demonstrate that trade routes were established 
between the Middle East, China and Southeast Asia. 

• Southeast Asians also participated actively in the 
spice trade, both as cultivators – growing spice trees 
as cash crops – and as merchants, shipping the 
harvests to regional ports.

• Source 4: The ancient 
spice trade route 
connecting Asia to 
Europe

• Source 5: The Ming 
Voyages of Cheng Ho 
(Zheng He), 1371-
1433

• Source 6: Map 
showing early 
Arab contact with 
the peninsula and 
archipelago of 
Southeast Asia

The use of the questioning 
technique in the teacher talk 
enables the teacher to check 
for students’ engagement and 
understanding.

6. Discussion
6.1 After establishing the spice trade routes with the 

students, give the students two minutes to think 
about how the spice trade transformed Southeast 
Asia. What were some of the possible political, 
economic, social, cultural changes that they think 
occurred in Southeast Asia due to the movement of 
people and goods? They may discuss with the student 
next to them. 

6.2 Some students share their discussion points. Elicit 
points such as ‘increased wealth’, ‘urbanization’, 
‘spread of languages’ and ‘spread of religions’. 

6.3 Explain to the students that these points will be 
discussed further in the next lesson. 
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Section Lesson Development Resources Rationale

Development II
[40 minutes]

7. Teacher talk
Explain that the students will learn more about how 
interconnected Southeast Asia became due to the spice 
trade: 
• There were parts of Southeast Asia interacting with 

each other as a result of trade expansion.
• The region became increasingly connected to other 

parts of the world as well.
• This inter-connectedness would also transform 

Southeast Asian societies.

8. Group work: Gallery walk 
8.1 Install copies of Source 7-Source 20 in different parts 

of the classroom for the gallery walk activity. 
8.2 Divide the class into groups of four. 
8.3 Distribute Handout 3 and go through the instructions 

with the students. 
8.4 Instruct the students to go through the gallery walk 

and take notes on their graphic organizers. 
8.5 Facilitate the activity to prevent overcrowding. 
8.6 Students consolidate what they have learned with 

their group members. Elicit responses from the 
students. 

• Source 7 – Source 20
• Handout 3: Impact of 

spice trade
Note: If time is limited, 
less sources can be used, 
ideally representing a 
variety of situations and 
perspectives.
Sources can be enlarged 
or more copies can 
be made to prevent 
overcrowding.

The gallery walk enables 
students to explore multiple 
texts or images that are placed 
around the room. This strategy 
is utilized to have students 
share their work with peers. As 
this strategy requires students 
to move around the room, it 
can be especially engaging to 
kinesthetic learners.

9. Teacher talk (to supplement knowledge if necessary) 
• The spice trade gave rise to a ‘Malay world’ of 

commerce in islands in Southeast Asia. The trade 
encompassed the Malay-Indonesian archipelago, with 
large maritime trading zones in the Straits of Malacca, 
Java Sea and Sulu Sea.

• The spice trade stimulated urbanization as well. 
Chinese, Indian, Arab and European traders, as well as 
those from different parts of Southeast Asia, gathered 
at ports in island Southeast Asia to conduct their 
businesses. Support explanation with maps from 
Source 9 and Source 16 if necessary.

• Cities such as Melaka (Malacca), Makassar (Sulawesi) 
and Banten (Java) were large cosmopolitan centers 
with multicultural populations. The different traders 
often used Malay as a lingua franca, but numerous 
languages were spoken in the port cities. The 
Portuguese traveler Tomé Pires claimed that Melaka 
had 84 languages.

Spice, rice and the economic histories of Southeast Asia 123



Section Lesson Development Resources Rationale

• The spice trade introduced to Southeast Asia the 
world religions of Islam (in the archipelago) and 
Theravada Buddhism (on the mainland). As part of a 
worldwide expansion of Islam in the Middle East and 
India, Arab and Indian traders brought the religion to 
Southeast Asia. Being large urban centres, the port 
cities facilitated the conversion of their populations 
to new religions. In turn, their rulers used Islam and 
Buddhism as the basis of their power.

Closure
[10 minutes] 

10. Conclusion
10.1 Summarize the lesson

• The spice trade illustrated different types of 
connections, between countries; between trade 
and politics, society and religion; between island 
and mainland Southeast Asia; and between 
Southeast Asia and the world.

• The spice trade in Southeast Asia is not merely a 
story of regional history, but a showcase of global 
history due to the extent of connections cities 
of Southeast Asia had with each other and with 
other parts of the world.

10.2 Students fill out the Exit passes in Handout 4 on 
spices and Handout 5 on ports to reflect on what 
they have learned.

• Handout 4: Exit pass
• Handout 5: Exit pass

Use the Exit pass in Handout 
4 to check if  students 
can recognize that spices 
connected Southeast Asia to 
the other parts of the world 
and the possible impact the 
spice trade had on Southeast 
Asian societies. 

Use the Exit pass in Handout 
5 to check if students can 
state the major maritime and 
mainland ports in Southeast 
Asia and describe how the 
spice trade transformed 
Southeast Asian societies. 
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Sources and handouts

Glossary
Age of commerce: a period between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries when 

international commerce was the key driving force in Southeast Asian 
history.

British or English  also known as the Honourable East India Company (EIC), this organization
East India Company:  was a British joint-stock company (a company where different stocks can 

be bought and owned by shareholders) which was formed to pursue 
trade in the East Indies.

Bureaucratic:  relating to the business of running an organization or government.

Camphor:  a waxy, flammable, white or transparent solid with a strong aroma. It is 
found in the wood of the camphor laurel tree. This substance is used 
for its scent and for medicinal purposes.

Federations:  political entities characterized by a union of partially self-governing 
states or regions under a central (federal) government.

Cash crop:  a crop grown for its commercial value rather than for family consumption.

Centralized state:  a state where political power is concentrated in a single authority or 
body of authority.

Dutch East India  also known as the United East India Company (Dutch: Vereenigde Oost-
company:  Indische Compagnie; VOC), this was a trading company founded in the 

Dutch Republic (present-day Netherlands) in 1602 to protect the state’s 
trade in the Indian Ocean.

Entrepôt:  a port where goods are imported and then exported to another 
destination.

Hinterland:  an inland area away from a port city, the coast, or river banks.

Island/insular  places in Southeast Asia not connected to the Asian continent. 
Southeast Asia: 

Lingua franca:  a common language used by speakers of different languages.

Ministeriales:  agents who carried out administrative duties and functions of 
government.
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Monopoly:  when one group, company, or country controls all the trade in a good or 
commodity.

Peddling:  the act of trying to sell something by going from house to house or place to 
place.

Port city:  a city with access to the sea, where the chief economic activity is maritime 
trade.

Terminus:  last stop.

Theravada  one of the two major traditions of Buddhism derived from the Pali Canon, 
Buddhism:  popular especially in mainland Southeast Asia.

Source 1: An excerpt from a book by a historian about  
 the spice trade

Clove, nutmeg, mace and sandalwood all came, and effectively only came, from easternmost 
Indonesia. Malay merchants claimed that ‘God made Timor for sandalwood and Banda for mace 
and the Moluccas for cloves, and that this merchandise is not known anywhere else in the world 
except in these places.’ Tomé Pires* asked and enquired very diligently whether they had this 
merchandise anywhere else and everyone said not. 

Note: Tomé Pires was a Portuguese apothecary from Lisbon who avidly collected and documented 
information on the Malay-Indonesia area, and personally visited Java, Sumatra and Maluku.

Source:
Source: Cortesao, Armando (ed.). 2005. The Suma Oriental of Tome Pires: An Account of the East, from the Red Sea to China. 
2 Vols. New Delhi: Asian Educational Services

Vocabulary

Diligently:  with much effort.
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Source 2: A map of the Moluccas and the Kingdom of  
 Makassar in Celebes

Source:
Morden, Robert. 1680. Geography Rectified: or, A Description of the World. p. 314. London.
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Source 3: Map of Southeast Asian Archipelago in  
 the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries

Source:
Hall, Kenneth R. 1985. ‘The Opening of the Malay World to European Trade in the Sixteenth Century’. Journal of the 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. 58, No. 2 (249), pp. 85-106.
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Source 4: The ancient spice trade route connecting Asia  
 to Europe

THE SPICE ROUTE

Source:
UNESCO/M.S.Kittipaisalsilp. Adapted from Luanne, Teoh. ‘The Ancient Spice Trade Route from Asia to Europe 
1500s to 1700s changed the World'. 
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Source 5: The Ming Voyages of Cheng Ho (Zheng He),  
 1371–1433 

In the early fifteenth century, the Ming court dispatched seven major sea voyages under Admiral Cheng 
Ho. The voyages not only brought back spices from Southeast Asia, but also gave rise to large-scale pepper 
cultivation in Sumatra for the China market.

Source:
Peterson, Barbara Bennett. 1994. ‘The Ming Voyages of Cheng Ho (Zheng He), 1371–1433'. The Great Circle. Vol. 16, No. 1, 
pp. 43-51.
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Source 6: Map showing early Arab contact with  
 the peninsula and archipelago of Southeast Asia

Arab and Persian merchants bought Moluccan products in western Indonesia on their way to China.

Source:
Donkin, R.A. 2003. Between East and West: The Moluccas and the Traffic in Spices up to the Arrival of Europeans. Philadelphia: 
American Philosophical Society, p. 90.
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Source 7: External reasons for trade expansion and  
 its impact on Southeast Asia

The growth in seaborne trade from the West coincided with a still more remarkable development 
from China – the state trading expeditions of the early Ming dynasty, which reached their peak 
during the series of missions to Southeast Asia sent out under Emperor Yung Lo (1402-24). 
Accompanying and following these missions came a host of private Chinese traders who played 
a large part in the rise of cities such as Melaka, Ayudhya (Ayutthaya) and Gresik. The ports of 
Southeast Asia became the centres of exchange between the primarily Muslim merchants coming 
from the West and the Chinese coming from the North.

Source:
Reid, Anthony. 1980. ‘The Structure of Cities in Southeast Asia, Fifteenth to Seventeenth Centuries’. Journal of Southeast 
Asian Studies, Vol. 11, No. 2 (Sep., 1980), pp. 235-250.

Vocabulary

Seaborne trade:     business in which products are transported by ship over the sea.

A host of private Chinese traders:  a large number of Chinese traders.
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Source 8: Trade patterns of Indian and Chinese traders
 

Traders from India and the Red Sea frequently made one of the ports on the eastern side of the 
Indian Ocean their eastern terminus; Aceh in Sumatra, Pegu in Burma, or Melaka on the Malay 
Peninsula. Fewer of them continued on to ports of Java or overland to Ayudhya (Ayutthaya), 
mingling with the Malay, Mon, or Javanese traders on these routes. 

The Chinese similarly tended to sell their goods on the southern rim of the South China Sea at 
Ayudhya, Melaka, or the ports of Java – Gresik and later Banten. 

The trade to the eastern parts of the archipelago was overwhelmingly in Javanese and Malay 
hands, so that the Chinese and Indian traders always bought the valuable cloves and nutmeg in 
Java or elsewhere.

Source:
Reid, Anthony. 1980. ‘The Structure of Cities in Southeast Asia, Fifteenth to Seventeenth Centuries’. Journal of Southeast 
Asian Studies, Vol. 11, No. 2 (Sep., 1980), pp. 235-250.

Vocabulary

Mingling:  mixing, getting in the company of.

Rim:  edge, border.

Overwhelmingly:  so powerful that it is impossible to resist.
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Source 9: Linkages between Southeast Asian cities  
 and China and India brought about by  
 the spice trade

Source:
UNESCO/M.S.Kittipaisalsilp. Adapted from blank world map www.freeusandworldmaps.com/html/World_Projections/
WorldPrint.html
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Source 10: Changes in pepper cultivation
 

Prior to the late fourteenth century, the major Southeast Asia exports were forest or marine 
products which were gathered rather than cultivated, such as camphor, birds’ nests, perfume, 
pearls, aromatic woods and gold. Some inferior pepper had been grown in Java for the China 
market, but major commercial pepper-growing from Indian to Southeast Asia via Sumatra had not 
yet begun. By 1416, there was pepper being carefully cultivated in northern Sumatra for export 
and by the time of the Portuguese arrival, these north Sumatran fields were producing about 55 
tons a year. Pepper cultivation also spread to the Malay Peninsula.

Source:
Reid, Anthony. 1980. ‘The Structure of Cities in Southeast Asia, Fifteenth to Seventeenth Centuries’. Journal of Southeast 
Asian Studies, Vol. 11, No. 2 (Sep., 1980), pp. 235-250.

Vocabulary

Gather:   to collect from a wild environment.

Inferior:   of less good quality.
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Source 11: Urbanization of Southeast Asian cities
 

Estimated figures suggest that populations in the area of 50,000 to 100,000 were found in 
the largest Southeast Asian cities. Melaka and Ayutthaya in the early sixteenth century, and 
Aceh, Makassar and Banten in the seventeenth century all appear likely to have reached these 
dimensions. If we compare these with sixteenth-century Europe, they appear very large indeed. 
Naples and Paris were substantially bigger than 100,000, but only a few other European cities 
exceeded a population of 40,000.

Source:
Reid, Anthony. 1980. ‘The Structure of Cities in Southeast Asia, Fifteenth to Seventeenth Centuries’. Journal of Southeast 
Asian Studies, Vol. 11, No. 2 (Sep., 1980), pp. 235-250.

LESSON 5136



Source 12: Estimates of urban population in Southeast  
 Asian cities in the sixteenth and seventeenth  
 centuries

Travelers frequently made their estimates in terms of the number of houses or the number of 
fighting men who could be raised quickly.

Houses Fighting Men Population

Aceh, 1620 700 - 800 40,000

Melaka, c. 1510 10,000 20,000 100,000

Banten, 1680 700,000

Gresik, 1523 Over 1,000 6,000 30,000 

Makassar, c. 1600 36,000 160,000

Source:
Reid, Anthony. 1980. ‘The Structure of Cities in Southeast Asia, Fifteenth to Seventeenth Centuries’. Journal of Southeast 
Asian Studies, Vol. 11, No. 2 (Sep., 1980), pp. 235-250.
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Source 13: Spread of religion
 

Although Islamic enclaves were formed much earlier, the adoption of Islam by the major states 
involved in the trading route from Ternate and Tidore in the east to Melaka and Sumatra in the 
west took place essentially in the period 1400 – 1620. Islam also spread along other major trade 
routes, from Melaka north-eastward to Brunei and Manila, and to Patani and Champa along one 
of the routes to China.

Source:
Reid, Anthony. 1990. ‘An ‘Age of Commerce’ in Southeast Asian History’. Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Feb, 1990), 
pp. 1-30. 

Vocabulary

Enclave:   any small area or group enclosed or isolated within a larger one.
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Source 14: Language of commerce
 

Southeast Asian urban-focused states were highly cosmopolitan, with resident communities of 
Chinese, Gujaratis, Klings (south Indians), Javanese and Malays. Indigenous language and indeed, 
even Chinese and European languages were secondary to the use of Malay and Arabic as the 
languages of trade.

Source:
Hall, Kenneth R. 1985. ‘The Opening of the Malay World to European Trade in the Sixteenth Century’. Journal of the 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. 58, No. 2 (249) (1985), pp. 85-106.

Vocabulary

Cosmopolitan:  from different countries, with several different cultures.

Indigenous:   from the local people.

Secondary:   not as important.
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Source 15: Transformation of trade 
 

Southeast Asia’s trade became more than a ‘peddling trade’ in luxury items. Beyond self-sufficiency, 
the commercially oriented states of Aceh, Malacca and Banda depended on rice and other 
food imports to feed their populations. A bulk trade in rice, salt, dried fish and pepper was thus 
established to provision these urban centres.

Source:
Hall, Kenneth R. 1985. ‘The Opening of the Malay World to European Trade in the Sixteenth Century’. Journal of the 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. 58, No. 2 (249) (1985), pp. 85-106.

Vocabulary

Peddling trade:  small scale, door-to-door business.

Self-sufficiency:  able to supply one’s own or its own needs without external assistance.

Bulk trade:  business selling products in large quantity.
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Source 16: Rise of city ports and mainland ports  
 (1400–1830)

 

Source:

Adapted from blank map aseanup.com/free-maps-asean-southeast-asia/ and Hall, Kenneth R. 1985. ‘The Opening of 
the Malay World to European Trade in the Sixteenth Century’. Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 
Vol. 58, No. 2 (249), pp. 85-106.

Spice, rice and the economic histories of Southeast Asia 141

http://aseanup.com/free-maps-asean-southeast-asia/


Source 17: Transformation of maritime cities into states
 

Around these maritime cities there formed states that owed their power largely to the wealthy 
and military expertise which came with trade. Some of them, such as Aceh, Banten, Banjarmasin, 
Makassar, Ternate, and in a sense the Spanish Philippines, formed themselves into states for 
the first time only in the ‘age of commerce’. Others, such as Siam, Burma, Mataram (Java) and 
Cambodia, assumed something like their modern shape under strong absolutist rulers. A shift 
toward centralized rule, the mobilization of huge armies, royal monopoly of trade, codification of 
law and the replacement of hereditary chiefs by ministeriales, was particularly evident in the first 
half of the seventeenth century under kings Bayinnaung (1551-81) and Anaukhpetlun (1606-1629) 
in Burma, Songtham to Narai in Siam (1610-1688), Agung and Amangkurat I in Java (1613-1677), 
and al-Mukammil and Iskandar Muda in Aceh (1589-1636).

Source:
Reid, Anthony. 1990. ‘An ‘Age of Commerce’ in Southeast Asian History’. Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Feb., 1990), 
pp. 1-30.

Vocabulary

Absolutist:  in complete and unique authority.

Hereditary:  with rights and duties transmitted at birth, through the family line.

Ministeriales:  agents who carried out administrative duties and functions of government.

Monopoly:  when one group, company or country controls all the trade in a good or commodity.

Owe:   to be or feel indebted, to be dependent on.
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Source 18: Centralization of power in Southeast Asia
 

The era of the Europeans’ initial thrust into Southeast Asia during the early sixteenth century 
corresponds to a 1350-1600 high point in Southeast Asian civilization. This was an era when kings 
encouraged commerce and were developing bureaucratic centres capable of integrating areas 
beyond their core into a unified royal domain.

Source:
Hall, Kenneth R. 1985. ‘The Opening of the Malay World to European Trade in the Sixteenth Century’. Journal of the 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. 58, No. 2 (249), pp. 85-106.

Vocabulary

Core:   centre.

Thrust:   movement forward.
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Source 19: Changes in structure of power
 

Before the entry of Europeans into Asia in the early sixteenth century, the increasing importance of 
local products, spices, pepper and various forest products in international trade and the intensity 
of competition among Southeast Asia’s ports had encouraged a policy of territorial expansion 
that was actively pursued by important states in the Malay world. The extension of control over 
territory that produced marketable products was essential to these states in order to prevent the 
flow of products to rival ports.

Loose federations of port towns characteristic of earlier times disappeared as only one dominant 
port, usually also the seat of government, was tolerated by the new states.

Source:
Hall, Kenneth R. 1985. ‘The Opening of the Malay World to European Trade in the Sixteenth Century’. Journal of the 
Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. 58, No. 2 (249), pp. 85-106.

Vocabulary

Federation:  association, group, political entities characterized by a union of partially self-governing 
states or regions under a central (federal) government.

Marketable:  products or services that answer the need of a market and can be sold.

Rival:   opposing, in competition.

Seat of government: the place in which the centre of authority governs, usually the capital city.
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Source 20: Emergence of a commercial elite
 

In places like Banda and Patani, the population was dominated by an orang kaya (‘rich man’) 
commercial elite who derived their power from their monopoly over the spice exports. While 
foreign trade with other spice islands was often negotiated directly with the producers or 
individual traders or rulers, these commercial elites acted as a group in commercial negotiations, 
controlling the distribution of goods, setting prices and establishing trade policies.

Source:
Reid, Anthony. 2015. A History of Southeast Asia: Critical Crossroads. Chichester, England: Wiley Blackwell.

Vocabulary

Elite:   high-class person, a group of people with perceived superiority to the rest of the 
society (in this case, because they are richer).

Monopoly:   when one group, company or country controls all the trade in a good or commodity.

Negotiate:   to discuss until an agreement (on price, quantities, etc.) is reached.
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Handout 1: Name the spice

Introduction: 

A spice is a seed, fruit, root, bark, berry, bud or other vegetable substance primarily used for 
flavouring, colouring or preserving food. Spices are sometimes used in medicine, religious 
rituals, cosmetic or perfume production, or as a vegetable. 

In Southeast Asia, cloves, nutmeg, mace and pepper were some of the most important 
spices. They were cultivated as cash crops in great quantities to be exported to other parts of 
the world. Learn more about these spices first by reading about and examining them. 

Instructions: 

1. Read the following descriptions of the four spices that were important in Southeast Asia’s 
spice trade. 

2. When instructed, proceed to the stations and examine each of the four spices. What do 
they look like? How do they feel? What do they smell like? DO NOT ingest any of the spices. 

3. Read the descriptions again and name the spices. 

NutmegCloves

Mace Black pepper
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1. We are one of the two spices derived from several species of the tree in the genus Myristica. 
We are native to the Banda Islands in the Moluccas, Indonesia and also cultivated on Penang 
Island in Malaysia, in the Caribbean and in Kerala in Southern India. We are a sweet spice and 
a familiar flavouring in custards, spice pies and curry mixes. We are used in Chinese and East 
Indian cultures as a curative as well as a flavour enhancer. 

What are we? Answer: _______________________________________

2. We are the fruits of a flowering vine in the family Piperaceae and were once indigenous only 
to Kerala, a province in south India. We are now cultivated in Malaysia, Indonesia and Viet Nam 
as well. We have been used as a spice in India since prehistoric times. We were a much prized 
trade good often referred to as 'black gold' and used as a form of currency but now we are 
added rather liberally to stir-fried dishes to add some heat and kick!

What are we? Answer: _______________________________________

3. We are the unopened pink flower buds of the Syzygium aromaticum, an evergreen tree in 
the myrtle family. We are renowned for providing a warm, sweet aromatic taste to food and 
medicine alike. We are picked by hand when pink and dried until we turn brown in colour. 
We are about one-half inch long and one-quarter inch in diameter. With our tapered stems, 
we look like tiny nails. In Thailand, we are traditionally chewed with betel leaves. We can also 
be chewed after meals to aid digestion. 

What are we? Answer: _______________________________________

4. We originate from large evergreen trees native to the Moluccas Islands and the East Indian 
Archipelago. We are produced from the waxy red covering that surrounds nutmeg seeds. 
We are yellowish-tan to reddish-tan in colour. We have a hint of pepper and are widely used 
from desserts to savoury roast meats. You may use us as a substitute if you do not have any 
nutmeg in the kitchen.

What are we? Answer: _______________________________________
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Handout 2: Why were spices desired on the world  
 markets?

Cloves, nutmeg, mace and pepper were four of the most important spices produced and 
traded in Southeast Asia. Why were these spices so sought-after on the world markets? Read 
the following sources to find out what the people of Europe, the Middle East, China and India 
used spices for and why spices were important to them. 

Instructions

1. Read the sources assigned by your teacher with your group members. 

2. According to the sources, how were the spices used by the people of Europe, China, India 
and the Middle East? 

3. Note your findings in the graphic organizer provided. 

4. Add on to the graphic organizer when your friends share their findings with you. 

Source A: An excerpt from a journal article by a historian

By the twelfth century Southeast Asia’s spices were becoming popular in Europe. The cure 
for all sorts of ailments was sought in mixtures of pepper, ginger, cinnamon, sugar, cloves, 
and especially nutmeg. Further, Southeast Asian spices were useful as flavouring for meats 
which were increasingly a part of the European diet. By the thirteenth century this Western 
demand had greatly enhanced the commercial importance of Southeast Asia as a source 
of trade goods in Western eyes, and as the source of valuable spices in particular.

Source:
Hall, Kenneth R. 1981. ‘Trade and Statecraft in the Western Archipelago at the Dawn of the European Age’. 
Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Vol. 54, No. 1 (239), pp. 21-47. 

Vocabulary

Ailment:  illness.

Commercial:   related to trade, to the buying and selling of products, for profit.

Cure:   medical/healing treatment.

Demand:   the desire of people for a trade good (high demand means higher prices and 
profits for merchants).

Flavouring:  something to add taste to food.
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Source B: An extract from a book by a historian about early modern European 
pharmacology

Cinnamon, cloves, cardamom and nutmeg, for example, were medicinal staples and of central 
importance in the preparation of early modern cures. Seventeenth and eighteenth-century 
Spanish pharmacy books include entire sections on what were termed the ‘aromatics’, 
medical preparations made from ginger, cinnamon, aloe, sandalwood, nutmeg, clove and 
cardamom that cured a wide variety of common ailments. For example, cinnamon water 
fortified the heart, stomach and head and cured epilepsy and palsy. Nutmeg oil calmed the 
stomach, relieved colds, and helped eliminate ‘acrid humours’, which caused diarrhoea and 
vomiting. Cardamom oil soothed intestinal pain and reduced flatulence.

Source:
De Vos, Paula. 2006. ‘The Science of Spices: Empiricism and Economic Botany in the Early Spanish Empire’. 
Journal of World History, Vol. 17, No. 4 (Dec.), pp. 399-427. 

Vocabulary

Ailment:  illness.

Cure:  medical/healing treatment.

Flatulence:  gas.

Palsy:  paralysis.

Staple:  basic and common, but important product.

Source C: An excerpt from a book by a historian and geographer 

Trade by Europeans between different parts of South and East Asia was often more 
profitable than supplying the home countries. In the 1530s, the Portuguese shipped 
substantially more cloves, nutmeg and mace to India and Hormuz than to Portugal. The 
buyers in Hormuz were ‘Moorish’ merchants who pass[ed] it on, over Persia, Arabia and all 
Asia as far as Turkey. From at least the early seventeenth century, the same products were 
taken to Bengal by the Portuguese and the Dutch. English merchants found that they sold 
and marketed one-third or more of their spices, notably cloves, in Asia: Persia, Arabia and 
India.

Source:
Donkin, R.A. 2003. Between East and West: The Moluccas and the Traffic in Spices up to the Arrival of Europeans. 
Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society.

Vocabulary

Substantially: heavily.
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Source D: An excerpt from a book by a historian and geographer

Cloves were widely recommended and have an exceptionally long history of use in oral 
hygiene. Clove bark was prescribed for toothache from at least the period of Li Hsun (early 
tenth century). The oil has been used for the same purpose into modern times. 

In Chinese and Tibetan medicine, cloves have a reputation in relieving nausea and vomiting, 
intestinal disorders generally, and even cholera. They were believed to have restorative 
properties and were combined with other substances to make refreshing essences. It was 
chiefly as an aromatic and superior disinfectant that cloves were prized. 

Source:
Donkin, R.A. 2003. Between East and West: The Moluccas and the Traffic in Spices up to the Arrival of Europeans. 
Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society.

Vocabulary

Restorative properties: help healing.

Chiefly:    mainly.

Source E: An excerpt from an article by a historian

Pepper was as highly valued for medicinal purposes as ginseng and cassia bark are today. 
During the T’ang dynasty, in the twelfth year of Ta Li (777), Prime Minister Yuan Tsai was 
executed for the crime of collusion with foreign countries and bribery committed by his 
sons. His property, when confiscated, turned out to include 500 liang (ounces) of stalactites, 
and as much as 800 tan (piculs) of pepper. That we find pepper mentioned side by side 
with stalactites, one of the most valuable drugs of the time, is an indication of how highly 
the spice was valued. 

Source:
Ju-kang, T'ien. 1981. ‘Cheng Ho’s Voyages and the Distribution of Pepper in China’. The Journal of the Royal Asiatic 
Society of Great Britain and Ireland, No. 2 (1981), pp. 186-197. 

Vocabulary

Collusion:  illegal cooperation.

Bribery:  money given to someone to convince this person to do something  
she or he would or should not do (for instance something illegal).

Stalactite: a form that can be found on the ceiling of a cave, made from the dripping  
of water with minerals. In the past in China, it was ground into powder and  
used as a very valuable drug.
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Source F: An excerpt from a Sanskrit text, Agni Purana about the use of nutmeg 
and cloves

Nutmeg and cloves were used to fumigate rooms, to remove the odour of perspiration and 
bad breath, and also to prepare an oil used by kings before bathing. 

Sources:
Dutt, M. N. (ed. and trans.).1967. Agni Puranam. pp. 802-803.

Dutt, M. N. (ed. and trans.). 1968. Garuda Puranam. pp. 634, 666 (on fumigation stick with jatipatram), p. 673 (on 
oil with sandalwood, camphor, nutmeg, clove).

Vocabulary

Fumigate:  to expose something to smoke to disinfect it.

Source G: An excerpt from Mahabharata, a major Sanskrit epic, about offerings

Temples and monasteries welcomed gifts of sandalwood, cloves and nutmeg and often 
held large stocks. Gifts were also made to individual priests, exchanged between kings and 
princes and taken as tribute. 

Sources:
Geiger, W. (trans.). 1950. Mahavamtsa. p. 79.

Geiger, W. and Rickmers, C. M. (trans.). 1929-1930. Culavamsa. Vol. 1, p. 230 (sandalwood among offerings).

Vocabulary

Tribute:   a tax paid by a subject to a sovereign.

Source H: An excerpt from a book by a historian and geographer about the 
medicinal value of spices in India

Infusions of clove and nutmeg had the virtues of being thirst-quenching and cooling and 
were chiefly valued for purposes of oral hygiene and, as carminatives, and for all dyspeptic 
complaints. Additionally, nutmeg and mace were taken in tonics, and oil of cloves for 
toothache. They were probably of little importance solely as condiments. 

Source:
Donkin, R.A. 2003. Between East and West: The Moluccas and the Traffic in Spices up to the Arrival of Europeans. 
Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society.

Vocabulary

Carminative:  a drug that relieves flatulence, gas.

Chiefly:  mainly.

Dyspeptic:  a person who suffers from indigestion or bad temper.

Thirst-quenching:  to relieve thirst/the need to drink.
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Source I: An excerpt from a book by a historian and geographer about the use 
of spices in Arab medical practice

Cloves, nutmeg, mace and white sandalwood were prescribed, either alone or more 
commonly in combination with other substances, for a greater variety of maladies: cloves 
and nutmeg for respiratory and digestive conditions; nutmeg to strengthen the liver and 
spleen; pulverized cloves to strengthen the brain; cloves and nutmeg in eye salves; oil of 
clove and nutmeg in ointments for rheumatism and muscular disorders and for toothache; 
cloves and nutmeg as a tonic or stimulant, in medical substances and confections. 

Source:
Donkin, R.A. 2003. Between East and West: The Moluccas and the Traffic in Spices up to the Arrival of Europeans. 
Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society.

Vocabulary

Confection:   a mixed preparation.

Malady:   illness.

Ointment:   a smooth oily substance applied on the skin, often as a medicine or a 
cosmetic.

Salve:   something that relieves.

Spleen:   an organ used to filter blood as part of the immune system.

Source J: An observation made by Ibn Sina (circa CE 980–1037), a Persian 
polymath, about the uses of nutmeg 

Nutmeg was introduced into liquid aromatics for women, and also brought in its original 
shape and used in ornamental neckband doubtless on account of the pleasing scent. The 
nut was sometimes combined with mace in preparing perfumes. 

Source:
Priscianus, Theodorus.  Rose, V. (ed.) 1894. Euphoriston libri 3 cum physicorum fragmento et additamentis Pseudo-
Theodoreis. p. 408.

Vocabulary

Polymath:   scholar; a person with extended knowledge spanning a significant number of 
subjects.
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Why were spices important to the people living in these regions? 
Europe China India The Middle East

What were some of the possible impacts the spice trade had on Southeast Asia? 

• Based on the sources you have read and the maps you have seen, spices were valued on 
world markets. The people from Europe, China, India and the Middle East were eager to travel 
to Southeast Asia to obtain them. The region became increasingly connected to the rest of 
the world by the spices it produced. 

• As these groups of people travel to port cities in Southeast Asia, what do you think are some 
of the possible impacts these interactions and connections would have on the societies of 
Southeast Asia? 

• You may discuss this with the student next to you. 

Political Economic Social and Cultural
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Handout 3: Impact of spice trade 

Key question: How did the spice trade transform Southeast Asia?

During the last lesson, we found out why spices were valued on the world markets, learned 
about the spice route linking Southeast Asia and other parts of the world and thought about 
some of the possible impact these connections had on Southeast Asia societies. 

Let’s confirm or change your assumptions by looking at some sources that demonstrated 
transformations brought about by these connections. 

Instructions for gallery walk: 

1. You will follow the instructions from your facilitator and go through the gallery of sources. 

2. Remember to proceed in an orderly manner. 

3. Note your findings on the graphic organizer. 

4. After completing the gallery walk, share your findings with your group members. Make sure 
to add any points you might have missed out when you did your gallery walk. 

How were Southeast Asian societies transformed by the spice trade?

Politically Economically Socially and Culturally
Point: Point: Point: 

Evidence: Evidence: Evidence: 

Point: Point: Point:

Evidence: Evidence: Evidence:
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Handout 4: Exit pass

Spice, rice and the economic histories
of Southeast Asia

Exit pass
Name:

3
New facts I learned today

2
Things I found interesting

1
Big question I still have in my mind
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Handout 5: Exit pass

Spice, rice and the economic histories
of Southeast Asia

Exit pass
Name:

4
Southeast Asian ports that rose to 
prominence due to the spice trade

3
Ways the spice trade transformed 
Southeast Asia

2
Southeast Asian port cities that rose to 
prominence during the spice trade

1
Big question I still have
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