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SPAFACON2021

This volume contains the extended abstracts from the papers presented at the SEAMEO 

SPAFA International Conference on Southeast Asian Archaeology and Fine Arts, which 

was held online from 13 to 17 December 2021. Also known as the SPAFACON2021, this 

conference was organised online due to the pandemic. Despite the disruption brought 

about by Covid-19 to our in-person events, training programmes and field research, it is 
heartening to see that archaeology and cultural heritage has continued under new modes 

of communication and collaboration.

This fourth iteration of the SPAFACON is also scheduled a year earlier than our usual 

triennial cycle to commemorate the 50th anniversary of SEAMEO initiating a centre 

dedicated towards archaeology and the fine arts. Over the past year, SPAFA has also been 
highlighting this legacy of international cooperation and capacity-building by sharing our 

photographic archives on our social media.

I am delighted by the high level of enthusiasm and intellectual curiosity brought by 

the participants to the conference. During our call for papers we received close to 90 

submissions, but owing to the pressures of time and the online format, we were only able 

to accept 34 papers for the conference. The variety of papers present here, although a 

small set compared with our usual proceedings, reflects the breadth of the centre’s ambit – 
covering not just archaeology, but also performing arts, visual arts, museum studies, and 

other aspects of Southeast Asian cultural heritage.

I would like to thank all the participants, without whom this conference would not be 

possible in its present form, in particular, our Governing Board members who represent 

every country in Southeast Asia, and to the Ministry of Culture, Thailand and the Ministry 

of Education, Thailand for their long-standing support of SEAMEO SPAFA and its 

activities. 

Mrs Somlak Charoenpot

Centre Director

SEAMEO SPAFA

INTRODUCTION
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Ocean Imperatives: analysing shipping infrastructure for the 
study of maritime networks in Southeast Asia

10.26721/spafa.pqcnu8815a-02
Veronica Walker Vadillo
University of Helsinki, Faculty of Arts, 
Department of Cultures, Archaeology; Helsinki, Finland
veronica.walker@helsinki.fi

Abstract
How did Southeast Asia transform from a hub of prehistoric coastal networks into a trans-
regional interdependent port system by the early modern period? To answer this question, 
which is crucial to understanding the historical developments of polities along the Indo-
Pacific region, this presentation proposes to examine the synergetic nature of shipping 
infrastructure in order to push current boundaries that place the focus on trade goods.  
Keywords
maritime archaeology, nautical archaeology, infrastructure, environment, ships, South 
China Sea, historical ecology, human ecodynamics

Introduction
Maritime networks conform an interdependent system where every piece must interlock 
to the others like a well-oiled machine. The environment determines when ports are 
accessible, the depth of ports determines the size and number of ships that can be serviced, 
and the size of ships determines the requirements of wharf storage facilities and stevedore 
crews. All this requires specialized skills and intellectual ingenuity that develops around 
navigation, stevedoring, and the construction of infrastructures to overcome environmental 
hurdles. 

Using an interdisciplinary approach that draws on environmental, archaeological, 
iconographic, ethnographic, and historical data, this presentation will explore shipping 
logistics and infrastructure as a novel source material to advance a new research framework 
that incorporates methods rooted in geographically oriented landscape perspectives, 
such as the Maritime Cultural Landscape, and ecological approaches like Historical 
Ecology, and Human Ecodynamics. This additional turn of the screw offers an innovative 
understanding of the role of maritime networks in the history of the region by looking at 
the past from the water, and seeking out the ocean imperatives that shaped how people 
moved seamlessly through oceans, seas, and rivers.

https://www.doi.org/10.26721/spafa.pqcnu8815a-02
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Shipping infrastructure as a source of data
If we want to understand past maritime landscapes, we need to study the material remains 
related to human activities on the seas, interconnected waterways, adjacent locales and 
associated communities. These include, but are not limited to harbours, ports, navigation 
and sailing routes, place-names, lighthouses, shipyards, fishing harbours, and so on. This 
approach, coined by Westerdahl (1992) as the maritime cultural landscape, recognizes 
the plurality of maritime landscapes as they respond to functionality within maritime 
communities, so some can be linked to transport, others to surveillance, to fishing, to 
spirituality and pilgrimages, and so on. Whatever the focus, ships remain at the forefront 
as enablers of these interactions between humans and their watery environment. 

The versatility of this theoretical framework lies in the interdisciplinary approach that 
requires, and the long-term perspective that demands from the set out of the research 
design. This is very much in line with other environmental approaches like Human 
Ecodynamics (Fitzhugh et al. 2019) and Historical Ecology (Crumley 2006), both of which 
recognize the importance of providing a chronological depth to the analysis, emphasize 
the importance of a geographic and ecological perspective, and require the use of a variety 
of sources that are available for different periods of time. Depending on the time scope, 
the range of data that can be used may come from environmental sciences, archaeology, 
history, ethnography, iconography, and so on (see Fitzhugh et al. 2019). 

With this idea in mind, instead of focusing on maritime networks as an intangible concept 
that connects people through the study of mobile material remains, the Ports and Harbours 
of Southeast Asia project has placed the focus on shipping infrastructure as the tangible 
evidence of this connectivity. An emphasis on the functional aspects of the network, 
the role of the environment, and the interdependence of these elements throughout the 
network sets the tone of the analysis. 

Shipping as an entangled system: a view from recent history
As Mark Levinson exposed in his 2007 seminal book The Box: How the Shipping 
Container Made the World Smaller and the World Economy Bigger, maritime trade 
networks conform an entangled ecosystem where every piece must interlock to the others 
like a well-oiled machine (2007: XXX). Compatible conditions must be present along the 
network so that a ship can pick up cargo in Guangzhou, stop to load and unload cargo 
in Singapore, cross the Suez Canal and unload goods in Barcelona before it makes its 
return trip loaded with items to be sold in the East. Maritime networks therefore sit at the 
intersection between the environment, the ports, and the ships, and they are meaningful 
only in relation to each other. 
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The interdependent shipping system we have today is relatively new1. In 1956 the world 
did not look the way it looks today. Our pantries were filled with products that were made 
and sold locally, the beef we ate was raised and slaughtered close by, and the clothes we 
wore did not carry labels stating that they were made in long distant countries. Snapshots 
of busy ports depicted a world in chaos, where large crews of stevedores, which are 
workers specialized in loading and unloading cargo, carried sacks of goods on their back 
as trucks struggled to move in and out of the busy streets. The waterfront was made up of 
low-cost housing buildings for dockworkers, competing against ever-increasing needs for 
larger storage facilities. Close by, manufacturing plants were busy making goods, close 
enough to the ports so that the finished product could be shipped at the lowest possible 
cost in order to get as much profit as possible. 

On April 26th 1956 the wheels were set in motion to change the world forever, as the first 
modified tanker ship made its way from Newark to Houston loaded with the first container 
boxes ever used. Humble in its appearance, the container box lead the way to globalization 
by improving the shipping ecosystem. The process of loading and unloading cargo was 
optimized, the prices to carry goods over long distances was drastically reduced, and the 
world economy took full advantage of the new opportunities that these changes brought in. 
For better or worse, workers worldwide saw their livelihoods altered forever as factories 
were split and relocated, whilst everyday products became cheaper. 

What is interesting from this example is not so much how the world has changed, which is 
a fascinating subject on its own, but what it took for the world to change, as this is where 
we can better grasp the complexity of ships and shipping. After initial tests, it took more 
than four decades to establish the box container as the main means of cargo transport 
(Levinson 2006). Changing the system in such a radical way required major investments 
and overhauls of port infrastructures, ships, trucks, and trains (Ibid.). These changes were 
not only required at a national level, but also needed adjustments on a trans-national level. 
It was not enough for the port of New York to change, or for the ports of the U.S.’s East 
Coast to share the same system. For the system to work, it required other parties to join the 
network. Many different stakeholders, including various groups of unionized stevedores, 
port authorities, city halls, land transport companies, railway companies, and state agents 
had to be coordinated if the system was to be implemented, again, not only within the port, 
but also within the state, and across borders (Levinson 2006: 54-126). 

1 The next two paragraphs are a summary of chapters 1 and 2 of Levinson (2006) The Box: how 
the shipping container made the world smaller and the world economy bigger.
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Prior advances in nautical technology and hydraulic engineering had optimized the 
network to reduce the time of journeys. The canals of Suez and Panama had helped reduce 
time travel, whereas the development of steam ships in the 19th century allowed us to break 
free from wind patterns. While ships were getting bigger and faster, the dimensions of the 
canals of Suez and Panama constrained their size, and continues to do so in today’s world. 
Other improvements that were set out before the advent of the box container included the 
adoption of the standardized time zones we have today. Before that, each city adjusted 
their time according to the sun (Bonikowsky 2015), which created scheduling issues for 
navigation and made shipping unreliable. A worldwide system of time zones was promoted 
in 1884 during the International Meridian Conference, but was not globally applied by 
the majority of countries until 1929. So once again, these efforts toward standardization 
involved lengthy processes of negotiation with multiple stakeholders (see Bonikowsky 
2015). 

Despite these difficulties, the introduction of these innovations contributed to the eventual 
success of modern shipping infrastructure, a port system so interdependent that when 
the pandemic hit in early 2020 the disruption of the supply chain threw the world in 
disarray, and continues to do so in the first months of 2021 (Walker Vadillo 2020). This 
entanglement was further felt worldwide when, in March 24th 2021, the global economy 
came to a halt as one of the largest container ships in the world, the Ever Given, was hit by 
high winds and a sand storm, lost control of its engines and ended up stuck across the Suez 
canal. The ship disrupted traffic through the canal and created an unprecedented maritime 
traffic jam that is still having economic repercussions today (Schiffling and Valantasis 
Kanellos 2021a). It is yet unknown whether the incident can be attributed to human or 
technical error, but as Schiffling and Valantasis Kanellos point out, vessels may simply be 
outgrowing the maritime infrastructure (2021b).

What becomes apparent in this new age of shipping is that ships and ports do not exist 
independently, but in co-existence. They are entangled to such a point that change requires 
involving multiple stakeholders in ongoing conversations that take decades to conclude. 
This system is in constant evolution. Concerns over climate change and the desire to 
be fossil-fuel free is paving the way to the incorporation of alternative fuels (Watson, 
Farley & Williams 2021), whereas the introduction of fully automated ships using new 
technologies is currently being explored and it is estimated that it will take decades to see 
any changes in this direction (Biltoo et al. 2019). Furthermore, the Ever Given incident 
has exposed the fragility of such an interdependent system to the point that there are now 
suggestions to scale down the operations and invest in more sustainable and resilient 
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short supply chains, especially in light of current environmental challenges (Schiffling 
and Valantasis Kanellos 2021a). 

Archaic globalization and shipping infrastructure
The example presented above may seem out of place in archaeology, but it is brought forth 
to highlight what the past was not. Never in the history of humankind have we been so 
interdependent, and as connected to each other as we are today. This interconnectedness 
is what the term “globalization” often refers too, and is inextricably linked to that which 
enables said connectivity: transport systems (see Held and McGrew 2000: 1-3). Hence, 
by studying the way shipping systems developed and changed over time, we can begin 
to understand how peoples and cultures interacted with each other, and how (or to what 
level) globalization was achieved in the pre-modern world. 

To conduct this analysis, maritime connectivity has to be understood through the physical 
remains of the infrastructure system that made shipping possible. Infrastructure is 
materialized as a cluster of physical structures that require a certain degree of labour 
organization that exceeds the household level, and involves further efforts to preserve and 
maintain its functionality (Wilkinson 2019: ). These elements can exist without a state, but 
as pointed out by Wilkinson, their relevance increases as societies become more state-like 
(2019: 1221). Because the ultimate function of infrastructure is to move other matter, the 
individual elements of the network need not only be analysed on their own merit, but also 
in relation to the whole (see Larkin 2013: 329). In this way, infrastructure is as much an 
addition of material elements, as it is a relation between these elements, and when they 
operate in conjunction, they become systems (Ibid.). 

When discussing shipping infrastructure on these terms, a nuance should be made to reflect 
the strong impact that the environment has on shipping systems. Earth systems, such as 
weather patterns, wind and ocean currents, as well as other, less considered elements 
such as aquatic resources, also plays a vital role in shipping, especially in regards to 
intergenerational knowledge acquisition, navigation, and timing/periodicity. As Ingold 
pointed out, “to inhabit the open is not to be stranded on the outer surface of the earth but 
to be caught up in the transformation of the weather-world” (Ingold 2007: S20). Referring 
to maritime connectivity as networks seems to evoke a two-dimensional perception of 
the world, and fails to recognize that the world is in a constant state of flux (Ingold 2007: 
S28). Adding the layer of the Earth Systems to the analysis transforms this network into a 
meshwork, term coined by Ingold (2015), that better reflects the three dimensional reality 
of shipping.  
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Conclusion
The aim of this presentation was to reflect on the nature of maritime connectivity and direct 
our attention to shipping infrastructure as a valid source of archaeological and historical 
inquiry. A contemporary example of how increasing complexity of shipping infrastructure 
paved the road to higher interdependence worldwide was set forth to highlight the role 
of shipping in globalization processes. This paper contends that, by gaining a better 
understanding of the affordances and constraints of shipping infrastructure in the past (that 
is, ocean imperatives) we can find new ways of studying archaic globalization in Southeast 
Asia. Finally, the paper proposes to analyse shipping infrastructure as a meshwork where 
individual objects and environmental elements are examined in relation to each other. 
This approach will allow us to get a better grasp of the shipping system that enabled long-
distance interactions in Southeast Asia and neighbouring regions, thus paving the way to 
increased interconnectedness and, eventually, to globalization.
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