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The Orang Besar Senes s sot on the seas of the Southeast Asian archipelago. In this geography,
dominated by a history of maritime trade, the horizon brought new possibalities and nfluencing forces
that. by its flow of traffic, disalowed an insular borderng. Land mass, as marker ¢f this comdor-ed
sermtory. has been staned and shaped by the traffic that has rudbed #s porous odges. Tho batk crackle
that | utikze represents the paths of rade, thared knowledge and intarconneciedness. J

The story takes place in no particular panod. Time lattices back and forth with the ebbing of tides and
MONSOONS sutunng history and current commentary unhindered by habas of linear réading.

The keepers of the Southeast Asian archipelago have long been the Sultans and thes henchmen:
the Orang Besar, It was the Orang Besar that dascrided the nature of Southeast Asia’s poltical and
economic structures that had both centritugal and centripetal mandale-ike dynamics including distant
trada and migration, shifting centres and periphenes, Real power and influence often lay in far-reaching
entropdts controlled by the Orang Besar,
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colornsal nfluence that has baen absorbed nito cassical forms of rule and control. The vertical bondage
between persons, notions of obigation and patronage, critical 1o dassical power structures, remains.

*Orang Besar™ (i. “Big Person”) is a commen term throughout the Scutheast Asan archipelago dabng
back conturies, denoting o person of ke socic-polacaleconomic standing in a commanity, @ “man of
prowess”. The term is interchangeadle with “Crang Kaya®™ (lit. "Rich Person™) The term can also be
intecchangeable with tha title “Dato” or “Datuk” and can also be made in reference 10 a Sultan.

The Orang Besar were themselves often under obligation o¢ Indebied o 8 higher power within the
structure of this vertical bonding which they had lo pay tribute to. A regional Sultan would grant favour
10 them in retum for continued patronage, & parcentage of the takings and their loyalty.

The poor of the weak found secutity and opportunity in baing bornded to an Orang Basar who could
protect them and would in turn be obligated 1o ther noecds

Early Westem tracers encountared many local pirates throughout the Southeast Asaan seas who would
oflen rob tha European ships of cargo, murder and cause mayhem. Often these accused local pirates
were the Bugis or Orang Laut who were famed and feared as wamors of the Sultanates and Orang
Besar, Ther traditional trading routes were exactly those that the Western Empires aspired to and
eventually dominated, subjugating the local poputaco 1o thelr Europoan systems of governance and
trade. | see these acts of local “piracy” as defansive pracolonial resistance and in Western terminclogy
an act of “privateanng” for the local Sultanates and Orang Besar,

Tne Orang Besar continues 1o be a major character in Southeast Asia’s political and economic
narrative
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The Orang Besar Sevws Kan Panjang with Pavasitic Kepafa, 2010. Drect dgital memaid iniget pont
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