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Sultans, Rajas, Sangaji and Khimalaha

Culture and Power in the Maluku Islands 
According to the Early Portuguese 

and Spanish Sources
Manuel Lobato*

INTRODUCTION

Th e opening of the Maluku Archipelago to the 
outside world started in a very remote distant. Javanese, 
Chinese and Malay infl uences preceded the arrival of 
Europeans, i.e., the Portuguese and the Spaniards, 
which occurred in 1512 and 1521 respectively. It is 
consensual that the Iberians created a political rupture 
and brought intense and profound transformation to 
diff erent areas of the natives’ lives which had left traces 
in the historical sources.

It is surprising the abundance of narrative 
and primary sources dealing with Maluku despite 
its peripheral location. Th is can be explained by a 
combination of diff erent reasons. Th e primary one 
concerns the island’s location in the border zone 
between the Spanish and the Portuguese empires which 
was intensely disputed by both Iberian crowns until the 
late 1560s. Th e administrations of both empires felt the 
need to publicise their activities and achievements in 
the region as a means to assert their ownership rights 

in the so-called ‘Question of the Moluccas’, which, 
contrary to what is usually assumed, was not entirely 
solved by the 1529 Treaty of Zaragoza. From New 
Spain, the Spaniards continued to send expeditions 
to the Spice Islands during a few decades until they 
fi nally settled in the Philippines. Th e ‘Question of the 
Moluccas’, triggered by the circumnavigation of the 
Magellan-Delcano fl eet, was continually a motive for 
dispute while the 1494 Treaty of Tordesillas omitted a 
bordering line in the antipodes corresponding to the 
Atlantic partition. Given the inability to accurately 
determine the location of the anti-meridian separating 
the Portuguese and the Spanish overseas spheres of 
infl uence, this dispute eventually provided the ‘Spice 
Islands’1  a certain notoriety in some learned European 
circles.

Paradoxically, the remoteness of these islands 
seems to have contributed to Maluku’s fame. Th e 
islands were visited by a large number of merchants, 
missionaries and agents of both the Portuguese and 
the Spanish crowns. Moved by either itinerant or 
travelogue reasons, some of the Portuguese visitors 
decided to write about Maluku as a region requiring 
a longer time to be reached sailing from Goa than the 
time elapsed to accomplish the ordinary route from 
Goa to Lisbon by the Cape of the Good Hope .2 Th ere 
was thus an additional incentive to write about regions 
that only a few people had the opportunity to visit. 

‘Isole Molucche’, fromThomaso Porcacchi’s, L’isole piu famose del mondo 
(Venice, 1576?).
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However, the Portuguese travelling literature cannot 
be equated quantitatively and qualitatively to the 
English, Dutch, French, Italian, and even the Spanish 
travelogue production. Unlike the Portuguese, the 
Spaniards used to report their expeditionary maritime 
enterprises extensively and exhaustively: each offi  cer 
was required to make a detailed report on every 
relevant fact either on board or on land, which 
resulted in a number of sailing journals or accounts for 
each expedition and even for a single sailing journey. 
Th e most signifi cant example for our purposes is the 
striking contrast between the only known account 
of the fi rst voyage of Vasco da Gama against the 
36 different narratives of the circumnavigation 
of the globe by Magellan-Delcano, an expedition 
primarily headed to the Maluku Islands. Th e most 
comprehensive of such accounts was written by the 
Italian Antonio Pigafetta, who joined the fl eet as a 
mere 17-year-old unskilled criado or sobresaliente.3 

PORTUGUESE, SPANISH AND MISSIONARY 
SOURCES

Some of the best histories, however, came from 
the pen of writers such as João de Barros who certainly 
did not visit Asia.4  Some other major chroniclers, such 
as Gaspar Correia or  Diogo do Couto,5 only sailed 
to India or Melaka. Th e Historia by Fernão Lopes 
de Castanheda is undoubtedly the best source book 
dealing with Maluku among the general chronicles 
concerning the Portuguese in Asia.6 He is also the most 
reputed Portuguese author who ever visited the Maluku 
Islands. Un fortunately we do not know much about 
his Asian career7 and his sojourn in Maluku, where 
he possibly occupied an administrative position in 
the fort or in the local trading post (feitoria).8 João 
Baptista Lavanha, who published Barros’ 
fourth and unfi nished Década, borrowed 
several chapters on Maluku included in 
bk. II and bk. VII from Castanheda 
and Couto.9

In addition to the missionaries 
who worked in Maluku, like Francis 
Xavier, the founder of the Jesuit 
mission in those islands, there 
are some other authors who 
visited and stopped there for 
a few years or even for most 

of their lives. However, texts on Maluku written by 
merchants during the 16th century have not been found 
so far. All laic authors were military or administrative 
officials: captains of fortresses and ships, clerks, 
accountants, etc., most of them of aristocratic descent 
and having had a fairly good education, though all of 
them also traded in spices.

Besides the chapters on Maluku included in the 
general chronicles, there are several other histories 
focusing specifi cally on these islands. Th e most widely 
known and often quoted was written by António 
Galvão (c.1490-1557), captain of the Portuguese 
fortress in Ternate from 1536 to 1539, an author who 
achieved wide recognition in Portugal and abroad. 
Son of Duarte Galvão, the most signifi cant imperial 
ideologist in the service of King Manuel (r.1495-
1521), António Galvão is the author of the famous 
Tratado dos Descobrimentos,10 a major source for Diogo 
do Couto’s Década Quarta.11 Another importante 
writing of Galvão is A Treatise on the Moluccas Islands. 
Th is text remained supposedly lost until the Jesuit 
Hubert Jacobs ascribed it to Galvão and published it 
in the early 1970s along with a profusely annotated 
English translation from an anonymous copy existing 
in the Archivo General de Indias. It is an unfi nished 
manuscript with the Spanish title Descripción de las 
Islas del Maluco y de las Costumbres de sus Indios12 
with a preamble in the same language. According 
to the editor,13 the Portug uese text could be a draft 
obtained by the Spanish cosmographer Alonso de 
Santa Cruz during a short visit to Lisbon in 1545, not 
discarding the possibility that Santa Cruz obtained 

it from Galvão himself.14 Th e author  off ers an 
almost unique example, prior to the Iberian 
crowns union in 1581, of a chronicler who 
wrote extensively about both the Portuguese 
and the Spanish navigations in the Atlantic 

and the Asian seas ‘as part of the same 
movement’.15

Another chronicler focusing 
exclusively on the Maluku islands, 
though lesser known than the 
previous one, is Gabriel Rebelo, 
who was a casado in Ternate, where 
he held several public positions, as 
interim keeper of the local fortress 
(alcaide), factor (feitor, who had 
similar functions to a Spanish 
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opening a lasting period 
of major diffi  culties to 
the Portuguese that they 
would never overcome 
w i t h o u t  S p a n i s h 
assistance after 1582.

Another promi-
nent author, who lived 
for some years in the 
Maluku, is the humanist 
Duarte de Resende, a 
learned Latinist and a 
‘student of geography 

and of the things concerning to the sea’, according 
to João de Barros, who was his cousin and to whom 
Barros dedicated his Ropica Pnefma.19 He was captain 
of several ships in the sea-route linking Melaka to 
Maluku and also an accountant in Ternate, a position 
he served under the command of António de Brito, 
the first Portuguese governor and founder of the 

Fernão Lopes de Castanheda’s História do Descobrimento e Conquista da Índia pelos Portugueses.

contador or accountant), and clerk of the Judicial Court 
and Public House. He wrote the Informaçam das Cousas 
de Maluco known in two diff erent autographed versions 
written in 1561 and 1569, both dedicated to the viceroy 
Constantino de Bragança (1558-1561).16 Rebelo was an  
enquiring personality who climbed Mount Gamalama 
(1715 m), the volcano of Ternate, making observations 
and measurements in its crater by using fi shing lines.17 
In his history he also provides extensive ethnographic 
and political information on major Malukan kingdoms. 
In his Década Quarta, Diogo do Couto used Rebelo—
whom he excels as a remarkable person and a natural 
philosopher—to compose most of his description of 
the Luso-Castilian rivalry in Maluku, reproducing 
verbatim Rebelo’s abbreviated version of the Treaty of 
Saragoça (1529).18 Written in 1569, the Informação 
by Gabriel Rebelo narrates a complete cycle in the 
history of Maluku, as the great sultan Hairun would 
be murdered in the following year by the Portuguese 
captain of Ternate, Diogo Lopes de Mesquita, 
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local fortress.20 Based on documents  seized 
in Tidore aboard the ship Trinidad, 
Resende wrote a Tratado on the voyage 
of Magellan as referred to by Barros, a 
text unfortunately lost.21 Some other 
highly le arned men and scholars have 
passed through the Maluku Islands, 
such as António Pereira Marramaque, 
Captain General of the Sea of Maluku 
and the founder of the fi rst Portuguese 
fortress in Hitu, in the Ambon Island. 
Son of a well-known poet of the new 
Italian style, he preferred, however, to use 
his literary talents in courtly pleasantries than 
to write about Asian matters.

Some 16 th and 17 th Portuguese 
chroniclers, while having witnessed the events they 
described, remained in the shadow of anonymity, such 
as the author of the chronicle known as Capitania de 
Amboino,22 sometimes erroneousl y ascribed to the 
offi  cial chronicler and guardian of the royal archives 
in Goa, António Bocarro.23 To some extent, the major 
works by Galvão and Rebelo and the anonymous 
Capitania de Amboino form a quite perfect sequence: 
Galvão describes the Iberian interference in Maluku 
until the end of his governance, in 1539; Rebelo only 
goes into a detailed account after this precise date, 
most likely because he was aware of both Spanish and 
Portuguese previous accounts; fi nally, the text of the 
Capitania de Amboino brings the narrative to 1579 in 
the early days of Sancho de Vasconcelos governing at 
Ambon.

A text also deserving to be mentioned is the 
chronicle by António Pinto Pereira on the first 
government of the viceroy D. Luís de Ataíde (1568-
1571), which contains a number of chapters on Maluku 
up to 1575. It was fi rst printed in Lisbon in 1586, but 
was only published in 1617, despite some parts having 
been circulated previously.24 

Spanish authors who sojour ned in or wrote about 
Maluku are very important. Inherently relevant, the 
Spanish writings and documents off er information 
often omitted in the Portuguese sources and vice-versa. 
Inter-textual references are usually featured in a number 
of these texts, some of which enter into dialogue with 
earlier writers, sometimes polemicising against them. 
G. Freire, in her unpublished master’s thesis dedicated 
to the texts of Gabriel Rebelo, maintains that, among 

other reasons, the text of his second version 
‘seems to have been designed to refute 

the disclosure of the same events by 
Spanish authors’.25 Regardless of the 
dedication o f his text to the viceroy 
and the extensive accounts on the 
rivalry between the Portuguese and 
the Spaniards, Rebelo cannot be 
included in the series of official 

chroniclers. He was committed to off er 
a rather local perspective on Maluku as 

a man of great experience and authority, 
who had witnessed some of the events he 

described and who personally met some of the 
protagonists he deals with in his account.

Although a few scholars have 
contended that there is a greater amount of available 
16th century information on the Sultanate of Ternate 
than on Tidore,26 this is only an accurate c onclusion 
regarding the writings of the Portuguese and the 
Jesuits. Considering the materials held in the Spanish 
archives, a major part of them remaining unpublished 
so far,27 a rather diff erent assessme nt emerges. To 
some extent, the Spaniards left us probably a greater 
amount of information on Tidore than the Portuguese 
did on the Malukan Archipelago as a whole. We have 
in mind, amidst reports of the expeditions sent from 
various ports in Spain, Mexico and Peru, and some 
private and religious chronicles, the rather offi  cial 
Conquista de las Islas Malucas by Bartolomé Leonardo 
de Argensola, published in 1609 and dedicated to 
the King Phili p III.28 Th e fi ve-year correspondence 
exchanged between the governor of Maluku, 
Gerónimo de Silva, who was the head commander of 
the Spanish forces in Tidore from 1612 to 1617, and 
several important personalities, including the Sultan 
of Tidore, Mole Majimu (r.1599-1627),29should 
also be noted. Focusing on the military infor mation 
gathered through the Spanish intelligence in Maluku, 
most of these letters refl ect the political intrigue at 
the court of Tidore off ering a few insights into its 
internal life, the fi gures of the Sultan, the crown 
prince and future sultan, kaicil Naro (r.1627-1635), 
and a few other Tidoran personalities in Soasio, the 
sultanate court.

Bartolomé Leonardo 
de Argensola.

Frontispiece of Bartolomé Leonardo de Argensola’s 
Conquista de las Islas Malucas, 1609.
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Th ere is a third group of writings formed by the 
letters and reports of the Jesuit missionaries, mostly 
written in Portuguese and Spanish. Among these letters 
the report entitled Informação da cristandade de Maluco 
no anno 1588, by the visiting superior, the Italian 
Antonio Marta, deserves special mention. Th is small 
but invaluable treatise off ers a great quality of detailed 
information and a systematised approach on various 
aspects of political and cultural life of diff erent North 
and Central Malukan groups, even on some people far 
from the immediate areas surrounding the Portuguese 
settlements and strongholds.30 Most of the Jesuit letters 
desc ribing the activities of the Maluku’s mission were 
extensively collected and published by Father Hubert 
Jacobs in the afore-mentioned Documenta Malucensia.31 
Actually, they were primarily written to serve the Jesuit 
propaganda, once inserted in full or in abridged, 
shortened, curtailed or paraphrased versions, either in 
books or pamphlets, in Latin or in other languages, 

all to be widely circulated among the learned circles 
in Europe.

A REPRESENTATION OF THE NATIVE 
WORLD IN THE IBERIAN SOURCES: VALUE 
AND LIMITATIONS

In the same way, and despite the fact that the 
Iberians are counted among the early Europeans to 
describe the Malay Archipelago, their descriptions of 
the indigenous realities are generally rather superfi cial, 
advancing political, economic or religious principles. 
Obviously, there are some descriptions of the uses and 
customs of the indigenous that off er a rather unbiased 
and uncommitted view. However, by and large, the 
Portuguese and the Spaniards, too focused on issues 
most directly aff ecting them, were only marginally able 
to nurture a genuine interest in describing the native 
people as such. Indeed, the nature of the information 
conveyed by the European sources is only partial, 
focusing on a small number of islands and islander 
communities. It is suffi  ciently clarifying to look for 
the studies on the evolution of the geographic and 
cartographical European knowledge of the Malay 
Archipelago during the 16th and 17th centuries 
to become aware of how narrowed the European 
perspective was.32 Fortunately, the Malukan people  have 
not failed to challenge politically and economically the 
Portuguese settlers and visitors, otherwise they would 
have been almost missing from the writings available 
to us.

Because of the very nature of most of these 
historical sources, we are well-informed about military 
events, but we know much less about political and social 
life. Th ough we can reconstruct essential features of the 
Malukan social and cultural life from materials recently 
collected by the anthropologists, we continue to 
ignore a substantial part of the long-vanished political 
institutions, as we still do not know much about the 
social practices related to specific social segments 
belonging to the elites and the ordinary people.

Af ter  some highly  documented work 
accomplished prior to World War II by C. Wessels, 
the pioneer who wrote the History of the Mission 
of Ambon,33 and the contribution of the Jes uit 

Philip III (1578-1621) King of Spain and Portugal 
from 1598 until his death.
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scholar Georg Schurhammer,34 the early articles on 
a ‘compre hensive history’ of the Portuguese period 
in Maluku and in the Lesser Sunda Islands from an 
Asian perspective only appeared in the fi nal 1970s due 
to the not yet superseded work of the late Paramita A. 
Abdurachman.35 She highlighted both the cooperative 
attitude of the local rulers and their strategies vis-à-vis 
the European intrusion, as well as the changes that the 
political organisation of each state suff ered on account 
of it. Human groups and the ancestral confl ict dividing 
them were also addressed by Abdurachman, based on 
the Iberian sources. With the tools provided by the 
anthropology of the Malay-Polynesian peoples, she 
was the fi rst scholar who explained the success of Islam 
and the setbacks of Christianity by mapping opposing 
groups throughout the east Indonesian archipelago. 
The scope of a genuine political anthropology of 
social changes according to very particular historical 
circumstances could be outlined. Th e author also paid 
attention to the ecological conditions of each island 
articulating the dispute on the ownership of exporting 
food areas and the violent behaviour pattern exhibited 
by groups from villages located in poor harvesting areas. 
Defi ning the relevant issues, Abdurachman and other 
Indonesian historians, for example Adriaan Lapian and 
Richard Z. Leirissa, working on the Dutch colonial 
period, developed a historiographical fi eld of their own 
for the Modern and Early Modern Age, mostly based 
on the European sources.36 

Th e Portuguese period in Maluku also attracted 
the attention of non-Indonesian researchers with 
suffi  cient language skills to work directly from the 
sources. Th is is the case of the Singhalese Chandra de 
Silva, who continued in the English language the studies 
by V. M. Godinho and L. F. Th omaz on inter-Asian and 
Asian-European trade in cloves.37 Th e eff orts developed 
by John Vil liers in achieving a partial synthesis also 
proved to be well-succeeded. In a fi ne documented 
series of articles, he provided a general overview of the 
Portuguese presence in Maluku, Banda and the Lesser 
Sunda Islands, in the political, religious and economic 
domains, also drawing a fairly complete picture of 
the historical regional framework and its evolution 
throughout the 16th century.38

Finally, Leonard Y. Andaya, somet imes considered 
‘the historian’ of Maluku, followed the method 
of dismantling cultural assumptions in which the 
Europeans perceived the Eastern Indonesian realities 

and produced their records. In the case of the Iberian 
nations, and Portugal in particular, he considers a 
sampling of most representative items collected in 
specialised literature on the Portuguese medieval culture 
and in the Mediterranean and Arabic infl uences that 
the Portuguese would have accommodated. Th e results 
of this unconvincing method never did appear and so 
his eff ort was rather fruitless. However, the same cannot 
be said on the way Andaya (re)constructed the Asian 
cultural realities which, according to his ‘cultural’ and 
innovative ‘thesis’, determines the entire history and 
the collective experience of the peoples of Maluku from 
their inception by sharing the belief in the Bikusigara 
myth. This creed provides a supposed ‘ideology’ 
concerning the primordial unity of that region, whose 
roots are believed to be found in the cosmic order. 
Andaya approaches the myth based in Mircea Eliade, 
establishing geographical locations corresponding to 
the upper world and the underworld. So Loloda, in 
Northwestern Central Halmahera, would be the door 
to the upper world, while Bacan refers to the limits 
of the underworld; Jeilolo, Ternate and Tidore would 
represent diff erent aspects of the earthly world. Th is 
regional topography would be designed to reaffi  rm 
the unity of the archipelago and the dominance of its 
centre—Ternate—over the entire region.39

Mentioned in early accounts, a ve rsion of this 
myth would probably have been collected on the 
fi rst hand by members of António de Brito’s fl eet of 
1522, but no reference to it was kept in the records 
concerning this expedition. It was collected once again 
between 1536 and 1539 by António Galvão, who 
recorded it c. 1544 in his above-mentioned Treatise 
on Maluku. As this text remained unpublished until 
recently, the myth was first released, with minor 
additions, by João de Barros, who clearly relied on 
Galvão. However, despite the sacred nature of the 
founding myths on which Andaya relied, he perhaps 
exaggerated such infl uences, as the primordial unity 
of all the four Malukan kingdoms was not meant to 
survive to the European interference. Around 1516, 
the kingdom of Makian, located on the island of the 
same name, was already occupied and divided between 
Tidore and Ternate. Th us, as an independent state, 
this kingdom disappeared when its ruler, Raja Baab 
Husein (Lebechucem), was banished from the island 
and sentenced to a humiliating exile, as he declares in 
a letter to King Manuel.40
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Several authors had already mentioned the role 
played by this myth as a common belief of the peoples 
of the region. Certainly Andaya suggests that his 
experience of working with Melanesian societies was 
a source of inspiration for his theoretical option. Th e 
defi nition of cultural areas was formerly set according 
to linguistic criteria: people of North Maluku belong 
to the same Ternatan-Halmaheran linguistic group 
inhabiting the central-northern part of Halmahera 
and the adjacent islands. Speaking diff erent variants, 
linguistically interrelated, to communicate to each other 
these neighbouring communities had been forced to 
resort to the Papuan language previously spoken in 
Ternate as a lingua franca, progressively replaced since 
the 15th century by the Malay language brought from 
Melaka, the lingua franca already spoken at the time 
in most interregional ports of the Island Southeast 
Asia. Adriaan Lapian, in particular, fi nds it curious 
that three out of four main North Malukan political 
entities—Ternate, Tidore and Jeilolo—belong to 
the non-Austronesian group of languages, while the 
language of Bacan—the fourth political entity—is 
closely related to the western Malay languages 
belonging to the Austronesian family. Th is author 
also believes that the ethnic unity in Maluku, despite 
the language diff erences, shows that ‘the convergence 
of these contrasting elements’ must be very old, in 
any case several centuries older than the ‘linguistic 
convergence’. Lapian also suggests that such a process 
would have occurred during the 16th and the 17th 
centuries.41 However, Bausani had demonstrated, based 
on the famous vocabulary collected in 1521 by Antonio 
Pigafetta in Tidore and other Eastern Indonesian ports, 
that the Malay language was already playing the role of 
lingua franca in the early 16th century.42  From Ternate, 
the use of the Malay language radiated in several 
directions, reaching Manado in north Sulawesi, where 
it was introduced as a lingua franca developing into a 
local variant in use until today, though with plenty of 
numerous Papuan terms from the language originally 
spoken in Ternate.43 

Despite the smallness of the islands, a distinction 
between coastal communities and those living inland 
existed until recently in Halmahera and other major 
islands. Th e cultural infl uence from abroad was felt 
sooner and more strongly by coastal communities, 
the fi rst that embraced Islam and adopted the Malay 
language as a common language alongside the use 

of writing. However, some primitive strata of the 
population already spoke a Proto-Malay-Polynesian 
variant back from about 4,500 years ago when they 
settled there from the Philippines, almost eradicating 
the primitive Papuan languages. Conversely, these 
languages survived until recently in Ternate and 
Tidore, as well as in Morotai and in northern regions 
of Halmahera, as languages of the same group that 
also survived in Timor, Alor and Pantar, or Nusa 
Tenggara.44

16TH CENTURY SOURCES AND THE 
POLITICALANTHROPOLOGY OF MALUKU

Th e scenario just sketched above was inhabited 
by populations with a strong sense of social hierarchy 
and group integration. The first Europeans who 
arrived there—namely, the Portuguese and the 
Spaniards—usually resorted to images taken from 
the European social structure to describe the local 
society. Th e heads—or sangaji—with greater or lesser 
autonomy vis-à-vis the kings, are described as dukes 
or earls, occupying the top of a blood aristocracy 
further comprising its ‘knights’ (cavaleiros) and ‘knaves’ 
(valetes). Slaves, occupying the bottom of society, were 
also labelled according to subgroups that can hardly 
be integrated into the European stereotypes for the 
captives and other dependent or non-free people. Th e 
earliest Iberian records on Moro describe its inhabitants 
as ‘slaves’ of the Sultan of Ternate,45 an epithet not 
appropriate to their status, though founded in the fact 
that each year these populations were compelled to 
perform certain services and provide a few days of free 
labour to the kings of Ternate and Tidore, who some 
Moro communities acknowledged as their supreme 
rulers. Maluku being a region hastily changing during 
the period in question, in vain we fi nd among the 
natives a mercantile class, although there is no doubt 
about the existence of individuals, especially among the 
elites, who were engaged in the marketing of cloves.

António Galvão, like other authors, has resorted 
to the European aristocratic system to describe the 
social hierarchy in Maluku: ‘The first and most 
important dignity is that of the king, whom they call 
kolano; the queen is called radja; and the dukes, the 
sengadjis; the knights, mersaolis’.46 F ifty years later, 
the Italian priest Antonio Marta, Visitor of the Jesuit 
mission, will repeat: ‘In these islands of Maluku there 
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are four kingdoms and seventeen sangaji, who are like 
dukes or earls in the European manner’.47 A ccording 
to his highly biased opinion, they were also rude 
headmen, poorly dressed and malnourished, unable 
to seek the means of becoming wealthy enough to 
be magnifi cently served by pageantry, whose humble 
religious ceremonies were not to be compared to those 
taking place among the Turks, as these rulers also had 
no shame to beg for whatever they wanted to own, ‘as 
any poor man in Portugal’.48

H owever, while the small group of sangaji was 
considered as corresponding to the high ranking 
European noblemen, actually they were locally entitled 
‘raja’ like any other Malukan ruler at the time, as 
they were sacred persons, a condition which the term 
itself expresses.49 Th eir royal condition was reinforced 
through kinship ties, s ince they are said to marry among 
the ruling families. Th e kings and the sangaji were 
usually elected among the sons of the ruler with his 
main wife, locally named ‘raja’ and queen or princess 
in the European sources. Moreover, it is said that all 
rulers developed kinship ties with all the headmen 
under their allegiance, especially the sangaji, most of 
them acknowledging the pre-eminence of either the 
sultan of Ternate or the raja of Tidore, also entitled 
and recognised as a sultan since the mid-16th century. 
Some sangaji, however, particularly the raja of Jeilolo, 
behaved as an independent sovereign by temporarily 
rebelling against the authority of the sultan of Ternate.50 
In his Historia da Índia, Antonio Pinto Pereira left us 
one of the best defi nitions of the characteristic status 
common to the seventeen sangaji, also expressing slight 
distinctions among them. Referring to the sangaji 
yielding obedience to the sultan of Ternate, he states: 
‘the Sangajes … are masters external to Ternate, because 
Sangaje is the highest title of all, except the royal dignity, 
and so are called the subjected princes and lords, and 
also some sovereigns whose states are not entitled to 
be kingdoms’.51

Ac co rding to the customary usages in Ternate 
that regulate the ruler succession, only a princess being 
the daughter of a king was to be considered a ‘queen’ 
among the many wives of the sultan, and her eldest 
son should be chosen to inherit the throne. Twice 
throughout the 16th century the fi gure of the ‘queen 
mother’ played an important role during the youth of 
the presumptive ruler. On both occasions, the queens 
were daughters of the raja of Tidore and they allowed 

their fathers to retain some infl uence over Ternate, 
which could have proved crucial in times of crisis, but 
actually resulted in being rather thwarted by internal 
opponents grouped around other candidates said to 
be ‘bastards’ of the sultans of Ternate in the Iberian 
sources.52

In the case studied by Paramita Abdurachman 
of a queen coming from Java, possibly from Japara 
or Grisek, she was entitled Niachile Boki Raga (raja), 
being niachile being the feminine of kaicil, a princely 
title exclusive to the sons and brothers ‘of the major 
policies’ rulers, as the sultans of Ternate and Tidore. 
She was the ‘queen’ (rainha) in the Portuguese sources, 
mother of Sultan Tabarija (r .1533-1535), who was 
the only Ternatan ruler to convert to Christianity 
after being driven to Goa.53 He died in Melaka while 
returning home, probably murdered by order of his 
substitute, Sultan Hairun (r.1536-1570), who would 
become the great Ternatan ruler during the 16th century. 
Th e sultans of Ternate and Tidore were also the only 
kings in Maluku who married with princesses coming 
from prestigious religious centres from outside the 
archipelago, such as the Philippine Islands, Sulawesi, 
Timor or the Raja Ampat Papuan archipelago. 
However, none of these wives acquired the status of 
a ‘queen’ or mother of the future heirs to the throne. 
Although such marriage alliances often sealed defensive 
agreements and reinforced friendly trading and warring 
connections, usually they also refl ected the imposition 
of taxes and relations of political subjection in respect 
of which the head of a village or of a larger ethnic group 
paid tribute by handing over her sister or her daughter 
to the sultan.

As Andaya fi gured out, in the royal marriages the 
role of Tidore seems to be ‘wife-giver’ regarding Ternate, 

To some extent, the Spaniards 
left us probably a greater 
amount of information 
on Tidore than the Portuguese 
did on the Malukan 
Archipelago as a whole.
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the ‘wife-taker’.54 However, the rajas or sultans of Tidore 
occasionally took a Ternatan princess, though they used 
to take wives from major kingdoms of Maluku other 
than Ternate.55 Reciprocal wife-exchanging usually 
did not occur, avoiding situations in which political 
hierarchies among rulers and the political effect 
intended to be achieved through royal unions would 
be partially lost. Th is practice particularly prevented 
a cloistered off spring resulting from excessive cross-
cousin marriages. Th us, for the purpose of preserving 
self-identity, the relatively autonomous political entities 
should have taken into account the imperatives of royal 
blood exogamy. 

Anthropological studies carried out in the fi eld 
during the past 40 years showed that the political 
structures were based on consanguineous marriage 
between cross-cousins,56 th e kings and the heads of the 
villages being interconnected by family ties favoured by 
the practice of polygamy. In the Portuguese and Spanish 
sources, the sultans of Ternate and the raja of Jeilolo 
are said to have had more than 300 women. Despite 
the symbolic amplifi cation of this number,57 there is 
no doubt that the political system was found on the 
circulation of women. Th ey played—and still play—in 
the Malay world a very important political role, even 
when they stay fairly invisible.

Being strongly effective at the level of royal 
kinship, the observance of non-reciprocal marriages 
and the adoption of wife-giver and wife-taker practices 
would also have taken place on a lower level, namely 
among the sangaji and the khimalaha families, 
although no Iberian evidence exists to support such 
a premise beyond a fair degree of reasonable doubt. 
Unfortunately, the Jesuit Marcos Prancudo failed to 
give positive examples:

In these parts is very common that relatives 
marry to relatives in such a way that sometimes 
a brother is found married to his sister, at least 
cousin to his cousin, uncle to his niece, brother-
in-law to his sister-in-law. Neither have they 
found this extraordinary. Besides that, these 
honourable men take for a great insult by 
marrying lower women that they are. And the 
kings and the lords are so related and linked to 
each other, that they hardly fi nd a woman who 
is not their close kin.58

A khimalaha59 was often the head of a kampung, 
or soa, that is, one of the two or more segments in 

which each village was divided,60 co nsistent with the 
defi nition given in 1607 by the fi rst Spanish governor of 
Maluku, Juan de Esquivel (1606-1608): ‘guimala is like 
a headman of a neighbourhood’.61 Th  e social status and 
the political power that were endowed to the khimalaha 
did not cease increasing until the 19th century, 
particularly in the peripheral areas like Moro.62 Th  ey 
appear in the oral narratives as playing an important 
role in extending the infl uence of the Sultan of Ternate 
to new areas as the Sula islands. Around 1618, the 
representatives of the Sultan of Ternate in Hitu, on the 
island of Ambon, were recruited among the leading 
Tomagola, one of the most important families in the 
sultanate whose members held the kimalaha titl e.63 
By the mid-17th century, they lead the opposition to 
the Dutch in Ambon, in close coordination with the 
Sultan of Makassar.64 As  a source of power, the use 
of this Ternatan title—’guimalaes are like [European] 
titled holders’65—ex panded in the 17th century up to 
Mindanao along with the use of sangaji ,66 al so attested 
in Timor during the same period.67

Th  e local kingdoms having not evolved politically 
towards the creation of a single hegemonic state, the 
system of succession to the throne, which was regulated 
by a set of customary dispositions, would therefore fi nd 
no response within the tradition. Probably, a king who 
would rule over the entire Maluku Islands should have 
to seek his ‘queen’ abroad, in a larger regional frame 
than the Malukan micro-states felt inclined to interact 
with, though one of the main wives of the Sultan of 
Ternate Abu Lais (r.1501-1521), sometimes erroneously 
believed to be the ‘queen’ in some Portuguese sources, 
has been registered as a Javanese princess.68 Such 
episodes were quite rare despite the suitable conditions 
for navigation and maritime communications over 
long distances. Th ese kingdoms sustained political 
relations excessively centred in the Maluku cultural area. 
However they also established diplomatic, trading and 
kin relations to distant powers that played a limited role, 
so as to confer prestige to the rulers. Th e few known 
examples of royal marriages with wives from outside 
Maluku, either Javanese or Papuan princesses, shows 
that only exceptionally have they generated candidates 
to the throne. However, António Galvão registered an 
oral version concerning the introduction of Islam in 
Ternate that assigned a major role to a Javanese princess 
married to the raja Tidore Vongui, who would be the 
fi rst Malukan ruler to become a sultan around 1465.69
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The islands are more complex realities than 
their small-sized territories would suggest. More than 
a microcosm, the islands’ realm is the whole known 
universe for the people living in it. Th e ecological 
constraints being hardly surmountable, the Malukan 
people preferred an unstable balance of powers and the 
division of spheres of infl uence between the Portuguese 
and the Spaniards to a defi nitive victory of a single party. 
For this reason the Portuguese, though often successful 
in war, faced enormous diffi  culties to deal with the 
Spaniards and their supporters. Only on a few occasions 
did they feel powerful enough to act as if they had 
really mastered Maluku. Th ey usually feared a general 
uprising by the diff erent kings against them. For this 
reason, the fi rst captain of Maluku, António de Brito, 
started the practice of keeping the sultan of Ternate in 
a golden cage, along with other young candidates to 
the throne, all sons of the deceased Sultan Abu Lais 
(r.1501-1521). Th e successors of António de Brito 
continued to hold the sultan as their hostage to prevent 
the natives from delivering a coup against the fortress.

The Portuguese also succeeded in imposing 
native authorities to the sultanate by manipulating 
their election for the job during the childhood of the 
sultan, or removing those that were not favourable to 
their purposes, as kaicil Tarrawese, who after being 
declared ‘perpetual regent’ by the Portuguese in 1530, 
came to be sentenced to death and executed by them 
in the following year, under Captain Gonçalo Pereira.70 
His pos ition was locally designated as Patih,71 except  
when the person exerting it was from royal blood, 
being then called kaicil, a title that was the exclusive 
of the uncles, brothers and sons of the kings, as already 
mencioned above. Th us, the Portuguese interfered 
deeply in the internal politics of the sultanate of 
Ternate, transforming it for a brief period into a sort 
of protectorate and conditioning its relationship with 
the neighbouring policies.

ROYAL POWER AND POLITICAL 
CENTRALISATION

Th e process leading to the formation of state 
entities in the Malay Archipelago is fairly well known. 
Th e explanations that have been advanced are essentially 
speculative and based on the minimal available 
evidence. In these regions it seems to have been a fairly 
wide range of forms of political centralisation, since 

the fl edgling confederation of villages—they were to 
a degree only slightly more centralised than the mere 
tribal organisations—to kingdoms that arose from 
them. Th e political system in Ternate kept much of 
its traditional basis. Th e Council of Elders appointed 
members of the four main families to government posts, 
a practice originally intertwined with the formation of 
the state itself. Th e role of the Council of Elders was 
similar across the Eastern Archipelago. On the islands of 
Banda, this representative body maintained the prestige 
and primacy under the Dutch rule until a late period. 
In Ternate it represented, according to the tradition, 
the four main lineages or primal soa, which joined fi ve 
others families said to have come from abroad and that 
would have settled on the shores of the island. Hence 
the designation of the Council of Elders in Ternate: 
Soa Sio or the nine families. Th is powerful institution 
is mentioned very few times in the Portuguese sources, 
often in a rather inadequate and ambiguous—but also 
signifi cant—way, as the ‘uncles’ of the sultan.

After a period of fi ghting each other, a new 
rotating system of government among momole, or 
leaders of each of the four primal soa arose. The 
momole then elected becomes the kolano or king. 
Th e consolidation of royalty, whose unifying role is 
evident, appears to have been accelerated in the second 
half of the 15th century after the advent of Islam. Th e 
remaining momole from the four main families—
Tomagola, Tomaitu, Marsaoli and Limatahu—were 
elected by the Soa Sio for government posts, which 
were his distinctive mark. Th ese positions were, in 
descending rank, Jou-gugu or prime minister, the Pinate, 
fi nance minister and chief judge—a sort of ‘general 
provider’, according to the Portuguese sources—the 
Hukum, minister of justice, interior and police, and 
the Sadaha, defense minister. Th e most important 
lineage was the Tomagola, which owned the Jou-gugu 
hereditarily. As a principle, the royal successor comes 
from the main wife of the king chosen in this lineage. 
Th e momole from the four major lineages form a new 
palace aristocracy—the Fala Raha—which held the 
main functions in the Council of Elders, including 
electing the king.72

Royal p rimogeniture had a diff erent meaning 
than the one assigned to it in the European monarchies. 
Admitting a variable number of candidates it often 
caused short crises of succession. Th e sultan’s successor 
should be either a younger brother of the deceased 
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monarch, son of the same mother, the main widow 
of the previous sultan—the ‘queen’ in the Portuguese 
sources—or, if there was none, another brother or the 
son of a legitimate royal spouse. Th e sultan’s sons born 
from concubines were excluded from the succession 
and were dubbed as ‘bastards’ in the Iberian sources.73

Assumin g   that the rules for royal succession 
date back to the pre-Islamic period and that they 
would have remained unchanged, P.R. Abdurachman 
rightly refuses the legitimacy of the will imposed by 
the Portuguese authorities and enected in 1545, in 
Melaka, by Sultan Tabarija, appointing his successor 
to be the King of Portugal.74 Nevertheless, other cases 
should be also considered in which the opinion and 
desire of the king were taken into account, despite the 
political body composed by the brothers of the deceased 
king having a decisive vote on matters concerning the 
royal succession. Th ough a candidate was unlikely to 
succeed without the sanction of this council, it was 
not impossible to accomplish it, given the reverence 
regarding the last wishes of the deceased king in the 
choice of his successor. Th is happened once again in 
the 1560s, when Sultan Hairun, adopting a position 
contrary to his brothers, withdrew the inheritance of the 
throne from his eldest son Mandar Syah, designating 
precisely his ‘bastard’ Baab Ullah to succeed him.75 Th e 
supposed reluctance by the council to acknowledge 
Baab Ullah during the days of sultan Hairun, which 
is rather doubtful, gave way to a sense of earnestness 
and pragmatism that would have prevailed among the 
Ternatan royal family and authorities after his death. 

According to Diogo do Couto, Sultan Baab 
Ullah, who succeeded Hairun in 1570, was said to 
be a ‘bastard’ chosen by his father but not a usurper. 

According to him, there was also a consensus concerning 
the need to prevent a weak leadership against the 
Portuguese. Th e Portuguese sources recorded that since 
Diogo Lopes de Mesquita had ordered Sultan Hairun to 
be murdered, the succession in the person of the eldest 
son of the Queen Putri, the ‘princess’ of royal lineage—
the permaisuri, a term that designates the principal wife 
of the sultan76— ceased to be kept in Ternate. While the 
heir, Mandar Syah, was still a minor —who would be 
fi nally assassinated—the crown passed to Sultan Baab 
Ullah (r.1570-1585), considered to be the most able to 
lead the war against the Portuguese on account of his 
personal skills that would be actually evidenced when 
he seized the Portuguese fortress in 1575. Argensola 
tells how the enthronement of Sultan Baab Ullah was 
recognised by all the kings and sangaji of Maluku 
in a public Islamic ceremony that took place in the 
Great Mosque.77 Baab Ullah, in his turn, appointed 
another ‘bastard’ to be his successor, the future Sultan 
Sayd Berkat (r.1585-1606). As in the case of his 
predecessor, the ascent to the throne of Sayd Berkat 
was not aff ected carelessly, since he could count on 
the support of an uncle, also said to be a ‘bastard’, and 
collected supporters through the distribution of large 
bribes.78 Also in Tidore, kaicil Kotta, the legitimate heir, 
was set aside for the benefi t of his brother, kaicil Mole 
(r.1599-1627), whose popularity, charisma and ability 
to raise supporters met the royal will of the previous 
Sultan Gapi Baguna (r.c.1577-1599), anticipating a 
possible crisis to occur after his death.79  One should 
conclude that the rules for royal succession came to be 
quite fl uid in Maluku during the late 16th century as a 
result of the European interference.

CONCLUSION

In the Maluku islands the fi rst reliable estimate 
of the local population dates back to 1534, under the 
Governor Tristão de Ataíde,80  almost twenty years 
after the Portuguese ships started to regularly visit the 
islands and twelve years after the founding of the fi rst 
permanent settlement. Ataíde is also the fi rst to mention 
the diff erent governing functions at the Ternatan court, 
though he only named the pinate, the minister who 
collected tributes and ran the sultan’s fi nances. Th e 
Patih, a title imported from Java to designate a kind of 
prime minister, would only be fi rst mentioned around 
1545.81

The islands are more complex 
realities than their small-sized 
territories would suggest. 
More than a microcosm, 
the islands’ realm is the whole 
known universe for the people 
living in it. 
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 The  Por tuguese  a l so  conveyed  some 
misconceptions about how the presumptive heirs 
ascended the throne after the death of the rulers. Th e 
misconceptions about the sultans’ descendants were 
repeated again and again throughout the 16th century, 
when those receiving the epithet of ‘bastards’, though 
not necessarily in a pejorative sense, were considered 
illegitimate children. Th is biased attitude in the way 
the Europeans regarded a kinship system diff erent 
from their own was, after all, a fair justifi cation to 
prerogatives apparently enjoyed by the son of the 
‘Queen’ or the most important wife of the sultan 
and a key fi gure, serving their purposes of political 
dominance by manipulating a single strong ruler 
instead of controlling a rather diff use system of family 
allegiances. Th is type of inaccuracies caused a rather 
inadequate representation of the political system as 
defi ned in the local adat, the traditional law of the 
sultanate orally transmitted over the generations. Due 
to governmental decisions often based on a consensual 
practice, even the most charismatic kings, as Sultan 
Hairun (r.1535-1570), depended to some extent of the 
Council on the Elders that in Ternate was called the 
Soa Sio, by bringing together the members of the royal 
family and the representatives of the most important 
families.

Th e analysis of the relations between the kings 
and the sangaji, often mentioned as ‘governors’ by both 
the Portuguese and the Spanish, emphasises that these 
minor ‘rulers’ rebelled with some ease against the local 
sultans. Indeed, a sangaji was a second-ranked ruler 
whose powers were hereditarily transmitted and by 
no means a governor appointed by a major king. Th e 
defi cit in authority exhibited from time to time by the 
sultan of Ternate and Tidore should not be taken as a 

lack of prestige and acknowledgement. Both sultans 
often justifi ed the infringement of direct orders by the 
subjects as the result of their personal royal allegiance 
to the Portuguese and the Spanish. Th e rulers invoked 
powerlessness to be obeyed by their subjects as part of a 
double game they played to disguise their own duplicity 
while resisting to the Europeans demands.

From the inception, the European presence 
in Maluku was instrumental to the local rulers to 
reinforce their personal power. By invoking a sort of 
legitimacy that they never possessed, the rulers obtained 
support from the Iberians—as later they would get 
from the Dutch—to persecute alleged rebellions from 
communities that previously hardly tolerated close 
control procedures. According to L. Andaya, in the last 
quarter of the 17th century the authority of the ruler 
was fi nally shaped at the resemblance of the European 
kingship, the main rulers becoming real kings and the 
people were either subdued or they rebelled against 
them.82 Th is way, practices quite common across the 
archipelago were labelled as legitimate or illegitimate, 
creating one-sided views and stereotypes. J. Warren’s 
statement that ‘the dynamic interplay between raiding 
... and investment in the maritime luxury goods trade 
... was a major feature of the political economies of 
coastal Malay states’83 can be easily telescoped to an 
earlier period in the history of Maluku. It would be 
diffi  cult to think of alternative opportunities to Ternate 
and Tidore to accumulate such huge regional prestige 
and power other than those off ered by the spice trade. 
Th e result of the political infl uence long acquired by 
Ternate through the control of imported goods matched 
the Portuguese eff orts to impose a clove monopoly in 
Northern Maluku. Th is way the sultan authority was 
reinforced by his association with the Europeans. 

1  Th e expression ‘Spice Islands’ appears for the fi rst time in Portuguese in 
a letter from Jerónimo Gomes S.J. to the General of the Jesuits (Cochin, 
14 January 1603, in Documenta Malucensia, II, edited and annotated 
by Hubert Jacobs S.J., Rome, IHSI, 1980, p. 608), referring to the 
Dutch who, he says, ‘come to discover these islands of spice’ (‘vem a 
descobrir estas ilhas da especiaria’). Th e adoption of this expression in 
the Portuguese language seems to have been accomplished through a 
literary infl uence, not having been in use by the Portuguese authors 
during the 16th century. However, it corresponds exactly to the Spanish 

NOTES

expression in use since the preparation of the Magellan’s expedition, 
the Moluccas being designated either as Maluco or, more vaguely, as 
the Islas del Poniente or de la Especeria and then simply La Especeria. 
Th is expression may have been borrowed from the Arab geographers, 
who, since the ninth century, referred to as the ‘Island’ or ‘Islands of 
Perfume’ (Jazirat or Juzur al-Tib), later identifi ed with the Maluku and 
the Banda Islands (G. R. Tibbets, A Study of the Arabic Texts Containing 
Material of South-East Asia, Leiden and London, E. J. Brill for the Royal 
Asiatic Society, 1979, p. 180).
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Duarte, Lisbon, INCM, 1987, p. 97.

3 Coleccion de los viages y descubrimientos, que hicieron por mar los 
españoles desde fi nes del siglo XV, edited by Martin Fernandez de 
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Elcano, Madrid: Imprenta Nacional, 1837, p. 96. See also Juan Gil, 
‘El entorno vasco de Andrés de Urdaneta (1525-1528)’, in Susana 
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Carlos, 1973-1974), and the critical editions of the Década Quarta 
and Década Oitava edited by Maria Augusta Lima Cruz: Diogo do 
Couto, Década Quarta da Ásia, 2 vols., Lisbon, CNCDP-FO-INCM, 
1999 [vol. I: Fixação do Texto; vol. II: Notas Históricas e Filológicas, 
Glossário e Índice de Antropónimos e Topónimos], and Diogo do Couto 
e a Década 8ª da Ásia, 2 vols., Lisbon, CNCDP/INCM, 1993-1994 
[vol. I: Edição Crítica e Comentada de uma Versão Inédita; vol. II: Das 
Variantes entre as Duas Versões à Explicação de Um Texto Inédito. O 
Discurso Histórico].

6 Fernão Lopes de Castanheda, História do Descobrimento e Conquista 
da Índia pelos Portugueses, edited by M. Lopes de Almeida, 2 vols., 
Lello & Irmão, Oporto, 1979.
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Asia, New Delhi, Concept Publishing Company, 1981, p. 7.
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