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Abstract 
The historiography of maritime piracy has largely concentrated on the experience of male 
seafarers and featured their reckless adventure, violence, and harsh life. In the male-focused 
historiography of seafaring and maritime piracy, women’s presence on the sea has been often 
reduced to the symbolic realm of the wooden figureheads carved into the bow of sailing 
vessels. Maritime historians over the past few decades have uncovered and rediscovered life 
stories of female seafarers and pirates across the ages and regions. Against this backdrop, this 
article reviews leading works primarily in English on statecraft and commerce in premodern 
island Southeast Asia, a historical and contemporary hub of maritime piracy. In a striking 
contrast with the world’s major seas and oceans, the region is marked by a relative absence of 
women pirates. This article suggests that in seafaring communities of island Southeast Asia 
were not pirates or did not become one because of complementarity in gender roles, social 
patterns based on bilateral kinship, and women’s prominence in local commerce. These 
observations effectively turn our attention away from the quest of women pirates to a broader 
examination on gender roles and gender relations in seafaring societies. 
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Introduction 
 
The historiography of maritime piracy has largely concentrated on the experience of male 
seafarers and featured their reckless adventure, violence, and harsh life. Such association 
between seafaring and “rugged masculinity” is firmly illustrated in the stereotypical analogy 
of “iron men, wooden women” in which the presence of women on the sea is reduced to the 
wooden figureheads carved into the bow of sailing vessels.1 Against the backdrop of the 
male-focused historiography of seafaring and maritime piracy, in 1995, a maritime and 
creative historian Jo Stanley opened her trailblazing anthology, Bold in Her Breeches: 
Woman Pirates across the Ages, by asking, “[W]ere there any [women pirates]?” and 
“[C]ould there have been women pirates?” 2 The inquiries into women pirates have 
uncovered and rediscovered life stories of female seafarers some of whom are called 
“pirates” across the ages and regions from Admiral Queen Artemisia of Caria (r. 353 – 351/0 
BCE) in Western Anatolia to Cheng I Sao (1775 – 1844), a Cantonese prostitute turned a 
wife of the pirate leader Cheng I and the successor of his piratical fleet upon his death, in the 
South China Sea in the early nineteenth century.3 When it comes to women pirates, the 
Atlantic Ocean between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries is the most extensively 
documented. Both scholarly and popular literature have showcased adventures and careers of 
such notable figures as Gráinne O’Malley (c. 1530 – c. 1603), a lord of Umhaill in western 
Ireland, another Irish seafarer Anne Bonny (1698? – 1782?) and her cross-dressing English 
sailing companion Mary (Mark) Read (c. 1690 – 1721), who both were crew members of the 
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Jolly Roger of John Rackham (1682 – 1720) in the Caribbean, and the American-born Rachel 
Wall (c. 1760 – 1789).4 

 
One will be quick to notice that case studies from Southeast Asia are noticeably 

absent or at best received sporadic references in global anthologies of women pirates and 
maritime piracy.5 Such underrepresentation of Southeast Asia may come as a surprise given 
a rich scholarship on historical piracy in connection with premodern state formation, 
economy and trade. Not to mention today the Straits of Melaka is still dubbed the most 
dangerous waters precisely because of the rampant maritime piracy and violence.6 Combined 
with Southeast Asia’s reputation as a region known for women’s prominence, past and 
present, one might wonder what roles women might have played (or have they ever so) in 
piratical activities and maritime raids. Were there women pirates in Southeast Asia? Could 
there have been women pirates in Southeast Asia? 

 
This article reviews leading works primarily in English on statecraft and commerce in 

island Southeast Asia from around the sixteenth century to the nineteenth century. What we 
find in the seas of Southeast Asia is the relative absence of women pirates, in a striking 
contrast with the world’s major seas. Women were not pirates or become one in the coastal 
communities of sea-oriented peoples, a hub of maritime piracy. In island Southeast Asia 
women undertook a multitude of activities, on land and at sea, while men pirated. Upper- 
class women oftentimes were influential players in court politics and local commerce so 
much so that some, such as the mother of Sultan Abdul Rahman of seventeenth-century 
Palembang, stayed on land and masterminded maritime raids to their advantage. In rare 
occasion some noble women were sighted aboard raiding vessels under their partners’ 
command as consorts. At the same time, the highborn women were growingly subject to 
seclusion, a customary practice associated with Islam, which effectively shunned them from 
the public eyes, thus contributed to bolstering the existing gendered structure of maritime 
piracy. Common womenfolk outside the court were known for their economic potency that 
complemented commercial exploits of maritime piracy. Less exposed to Islamic doctrines, 
these women fished, farmed, and weaved, while men set sail for raids, and remained 
commercially viable through the period under focus. 

 
At the core of these observations lie salient patterns in social organization of 

premodern Southeast Asia marked by complementarity in gender roles and bilateral kinship 
that accorded (near) equal value for sons and daughters, as well as maternal and paternal 
ancestries. The relative absence of women pirates in island Southeast Asia are also deeply 
rooted in women’s position and roles that were marked by their prominence especially in 
local commerce.7 These discussions effectively turn our attention away from the search for 
women pirates to a broader examination on gender roles and female-male relations in 
seafaring societies. 

 

Sea People and Maritime Piracy 
 
Located in the crossroads of the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea, seas and seafaring 
have been a prominent theme in the historiography of Southeast Asia. The region’s early 
civilizations are deeply rooted in the maritime heritage of Austronesians who set sail by boat 
in Taiwan about 5000-6000 years ago and reached shores of island Southeast Asia well by 
2000 BCE.8 Through a sustained maritime movement that spanned over several millennia, 
they reached and settled in as far afield as Madagascar to the west, Easter Island to the east, 
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Hawaii to the north, and New Zealand to the south. In Southeast Asia the arrival of 
Austronesian mariners were instrumental to the agricultural growth and expansion of 
maritime trade that connected the region firmly to the commercial networks of the greater 
Indian Ocean and Chinese worlds. They are distant ancestors of numerous ethno-linguistic 
groups in island and to a lesser extent southern mainland Southeast Asia that include speakers 
of such major languages as Malay (Malaysian, Indonesian), Javanese and Tagalog, as well as 
countless dialects. While much of Austronesian peoples have long adopted a sedentary land- 
based life, some are still in keeping with their maritime migratory heritage and live semi- 
nomadically dependent on fishing and the foraging of sea products along the coasts of the 
Malay Peninsula, Borneo, eastern Indonesian islands, Mindanao, and the archipelagos of 
Riau-Lingga and Sulu. Major groups of maritime people include Bugis, Dayaks, Bajau, and 
Orang Laut of proto-Austronesian ancestry and are also collectively and varyingly known as 
Sea People, sea-oriented peoples, and sea nomads, to mention three.9 

 
Historically, Sea People in varying extents engaged in piratical activities. 10 

Generations of travelogues and personal accounts have recorded instances of maritime 
violence in Southeast Asian waters. By the fifth century CE, the Straits of Melaka was 
already known to be a piratical hotbed as recorded by the Chinese monk Faxian traveling 
from China to India: “[T]his sea is infested with pirates, to meet whom is death.”11 At around 
the turn of the sixteenth century, the Portuguese sojourner Tomé Pires (1465-1540) was yet 
again noticing maritime raids around Melaka carried out by celates or the Orang Laut whom 
he described as “robbers.”12 Over two centuries later, private letters of Sir James Brooke 
(1808-1868), or the white raja of Sarawak, were again commenting on piratical expeditions 
of Sea Dayaks and Iranun and Barangingi along Borneo and the Riau Archipelago.13 

 
Maritime piracy was integral to the premodern statecraft until well into the nineteenth 

century. Seafarers were occasional raiders and played vital roles in the officialdom as 
merchants, soldiers and even members of the court. Cases in point are the Orang Laut along 
the Malay Peninsula, the Bugis in south Sulawesi, and the Iranun based in the Sulu and 
Celebes seas.14 Apart from looting the cargo of rival ships, one overarching aim of maritime 
raids was to attack seafaring communities, capture their men, women and children, resettle 
them in their adoptive homes to engage in agriculture, fishing, court affairs, and procreation 
(for reproductively able women).15 Such structure of maritime piracy as a state-sanctioned 
endeavour in island Southeast Asia stands in a marked contrast with near contemporary cases 
from the Atlantic, South China Sea, where pirates were often rowdy, raucous outlaws, and 
women pirates were often seen as norm benders and celebrated for their exceptional bravery 
and ambitions. 

 

Locating Women in Premodern Statecraft and Piracy 
 
A succession of trading states rose along the Straits of Melaka until the nineteenth century. 
With limited agricultural resources to exploit, the bulk of wealth in these states derived from 
international trade. Operating as “a entrepôt state,” the ruler’s authority rested on his ability 
to control the tide of international commerce to the advantage of his realm.16 While the 
sphere of influence varied from one entrepôt to another, the reach of Srivijaya (c. 600 – c. 
1300) and Melaka (c. 1400 – 1511), the two foremost Malay states, encompassed the Malay 
Peninsula, Sumatra, western Java, and the northern coast of Borneo. Following the fall of 
Melaka to the Portuguese in 1511, Melaka’s royal lineage re-established itself in sultanates of 
Pahang, Bintan, Perak, and Johor. 
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Much has been said about the vital importance of Orang Laut, literally sea people, in 

the premodern Malay statecraft. The Orang Laut is a generic term for inhabitants in seafaring 
communities along the coastline of the Malay Peninsula, east Sumatra, and Borneo, as well as 
on islands off shore.17 Through much of recorded history of the precolonial Malay world, the 
Orang Laut formed close alliances with the largely land-based Malay rulers. Armed with 
expertise in seafaring and profound knowledge of maritime traffic, the Orang Laut 
constituted the bulk of naval fleets of Malay states, guarded maritime security, collected 
valuable sea products for exchange, and were engaged in the raiding of vessels from rival 
ports, as needed, to increase the revenue of the state. Their fearsome involvement in 
maritime raids earned them a name for their aggression and led Tomé Pires, a sixteenth- 
century Portuguese visitor in Melaka, to describe the Orang Laut as “robbers.”18 

 
Local understandings of maritime piracy have illuminated its importance as a strategy 

of alliance building between sea-oriented and land-based peoples. Combined with the 
prevailing bilateral patterns of social organization, the Orang Laut emerge as power brokers 
in regional politics and diplomacy. In his seminal study on the historiography of Southeast 
Asia, O. W. Wolters stressed with an anthropological insight that cognatic kinship is one 
defining feature of Southeast Asia.19 By this common classification, it is understood that 
cognatic or bilateral kinship reckons descent through both maternal and paternal sides, 
administers inheritance matters through equal or near-equal bequests between sons and 
daughters, and arranges residence along bilocal lines. Bilateral kinship brings a greater 
flexibility and fluidity to social organization and relations than linear patterns of reckoning 
descents through either male or female line. Early observers of Southeast Asian history have 
identified these bilateral features in a wealth of source materials, such as creation myths, 
royal genealogy, kinship terms used in ancient languages, and traditional law code.20 More 
recently, Michael Peletz has reiterated with a specific reference to early modern Southeast 
Asia (ca. 15th-18th centuries): 

[P]erhaps most important to underscore is that during this time and for many 
centuries prior to it kinship systems throughout Southeast Asia tended to 
emphasize bilateralism rather than one or another variant of unilineal descent 
and inheritance thus valorizing relations through men and women alike as well 
as looking in all directions to forge connections and realize other social 
value 21 

At the backdrop of bilateralism in human relations and social organization, local 
understandings of gender differentiation has stressed complementarity in men’s and women’s 
work, and “the relative lack of ritual and or economic differentiation between men and 
women.”22 

Leonard Andaya’s recent monograph on trade and ethnicity in the Straits of Melaka 
has brought further empirical depth to our understanding of bilateral kinship networks and the 
position of Orang Laut men and women of highborn births in the formation of precolonial 
Malay states. He has shown that the kingdom of Srivijaya was essentially a web of bilateral 
kinship networks.23 Tenth-century Arab and Persian sources from the time of Srivijaya offer 
a rare insight into the practice of bilateral kinship and recount that the gold belonging to the 
deceased ruler, Maharaja, was divided and distributed equally among both male and female 
members of the royal family, including children.24 Further reading of the surviving sources 
from Melaka and its neighboring polities show how kinship networks helped solidify the 
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alliance between Malay rulers and the Orang Laut.   By the time of Melaka’s founding in 
early fifteenth century, the Orang Laut were held in such high regard in the Malay court, 
itself a reflection of their contributions to Malay state formation, that Melaka’s founder, 
Parameswara, granted Orang Laut men and women hereditary noble status. On the founding 
of Melaka, Pires recounted: 

 
Paramjcura made them [Orang Laut or celates] mandarins—which means 
nobles—both them and their sons and wives for ever. Hence it is that all the 
mandarins of Malacca are descended from these, and the kings are descended 
through the female side, according to what is said in the country.25 

 
In keeping with the prevailing bilateral patterns, both Orang Laut men and women were 
elevated to status of mandarins and the rulers of Melaka were traced even through the 
maternal line.26 So vital were the kin-based alliances for the authority of Melaka that they 
even “constituted the polity itself.”27 

 
In the precolonial Malay world, periodic conflict arose among rival polities over the 

acquisition of slaves, and women and girls were coveted targets of the raids as potential 
“gifts” for the royal court. The nobles aspired to take as many female attendants and consorts 
as they could afford because their political potency was measured by the (large) numbers of 
women they could harbour in the royal harem.28 Through an arrangement known as gundik 
or secondary wife, large numbers of women, some of Orang Laut background, entered the 
court.29 Women from the suku (tribe) Bintan and the suku Mapar based on the island groups 
of Riau and Lingga in the south of Singapore were held in particularly high esteem for their 
historical ties to prominent regional polities and claimed the highest bride prices among all 
major Orang Laut groups. Together, the two suku constituted Orang Dalem or People of the 
Royal Court as recently as the nineteenth century.30 In some instances, Orang Laut leaders 
were on the receiving end of gundik. Through this royal marriage, they rose to ranks of 
prominence in the court. A case in point is an Orang Laut chief, Long Pasir, from 
seventeenth-century southeastern Sumatra. A renowned raider and trader, his service to the 
court of Sultan Agung of Jambi was awarded with one royal gundik, and this newly formed 
kin network further solidified, in principle, the alliance between the Orang Laut and the 
reigning polity.31 

 
Besides gundik, adoption and fictive kinship offered channels of alliance building. 

Some Orang Laut women entered the royal court by serving as wet nurses to Malay princes. 
Through lactation of the same milk, the Orang Laut and Malay princes became adopted 
saudara susunan or milk relatives.32 Just like the arrangement of gundik, royal adoption was 
mutually beneficial for the Orang Laut and for the Malay court. A version of Sejalah Melayu 
(Malay Annals) from the early seventeenth century refers to an influential queen of Bintan, 
one of the two esteemed Orang Dalem tribes, who adopted a royal prince of Palembang as 
her son and, in exchange, ensured that her fleet would serve on behalf of the Palembang 
court.33 

 
Through bilateral reckoning of descent, polygamy, and adoption, the ranks of nobles 

and their offspring, known collectively as anak raja, literally “child of the ruler,” multiplied. 
As much as being a binding force in early phases of state formation, the extended family 
networks were the seedbed of conflict and the catalysis for political disintegration. 34 
Especially when the authority of the royal court was waning, periodic instability plagued 
fringe areas, and estranged royal princes resorted to maritime piracy for survival and personal 
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gain. Abundant examples link the anak raja with maritime violence, and it was not 
uncommon for the estranged royal offspring to live off raiding and smuggling.35 Such was 
the case with Raja Hitam, who was the brother in-law of the reigning Sultan Iskandar (r. 
1752–1765) in Perak on the west coast of the Malay Peninsula. In the 1760s, piratical 
activities of the anak raja from Siak on the east coast of Sumatra were so rampant that they 
even disrupted regional trade.36 In other instances, the anak raja of rival polities turned to 
maritime violence as a means of advancing their position in regional competition for 
supremacy. One notable incident was a piratical attack on Perak in the 1770s carried out by 
the leading princes of Selangor, Perak’s neighbour in the south.37 

 
Male anak raja were not the only perpetrators of maritime piracy and violence. The 

court women also were active agents of the piratical endeavours in their own right. To take 
one example, seventeenth-century Dutch sources recorded an infamous coopwijf 
(“experienced tradeswoman”), who was the mother of Sultan Abdul Rahman of Palembang. 
The Dutch observers suspected that she was behind the smuggling of pepper into the nearby 
Riau to ensure the royal monopoly of highly lucrative pepper trade. 38 Similarly, in 
seventeenth-century Jambi, a leading polity along Sumatra’s east coast and Palembang’s 
long-time rival, the three queens of Sultan Ingalaga, known for their political and economic 
skills, sponsored piratical expeditions in pursuit of luxury goods they desired.39 

 
There were even cases of women outstandingly joining raiding expeditions. Tomé 

Pires observed in the sixteenth century that the Makassarese commonly took women to sea on 
their plundering expeditions in eastern Indonesia, Java, and as far afield as Pegu in south 
Burma.40 William Dampier, an English trader and visitor to Mindanao in late seventeenth 
century, noticed an exceptional chief queen of the regent who was known as “the War 
Queen” because she always accompanied her husband to the battlefield, whereas other wives 
did not.41 A mid nineteenth-century source also mentions a sighting of a woman on raiding 
expeditions of the Iranun and Balangingi in the Sulu archipelago who joined the crew as “the 
consort of a commander.”42 These women were truly exceptional considering that by the 
eighteenth century female rulers were virtually absent in Islamic Southeast Asia, which 
markedly contrasts with the preceding centuries when widows and older women at times 
presided over polities and it was not uncommon to find polities governed by queens and 
consorts.43 

 
A different picture emerges for women in seafaring societies who lived outside the 

court. Fragments of historical records allude to a link between commercial undertakings of 
women and their absence in raiding expeditions. A case in point is Sea Dayak women in 
eastern Borneo who were (are) known for their weaving expertise.44 It is no coincidence 
Daniel Beeckman, an English trader and a near contemporary of Dampier, observed in the 
late seventeenth century that raids and maritime commerce were largely male activities 
among the Dayaks in eastern Borneo because he “never saw” any women in public.45 Among 
the Iranun, too, male members of society dominated maritime raiding, while “the majority of 
their inhabitants – women, children and slaves – were either engaged in subsistence 
agriculture, fishing or local enterprises, such as tin or gold mining.”46 An early nineteenth- 
century account of Orang Laut women in Kedawangan in Southewest Borneo, too, 
illuminates complementarity in gender roles and observes that “the women and children lived 
by collecting fish and tree leaves, and growing a small amount of rice,” while men practiced 
piracy.47 

Some activities were carried out specifically by women and were of vital importance 
for local and regional trade. The weaving of kajang mats made of palm leaf was a primary 
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task of Orang Laut women in the Palembang area. The sales of these mats generated the bulk 
of household income especially during the monsoon season of May to August, when the 
unfavourable wind conditions limited fishing.48 Women were also collectors of sea products, 
another lucrative source of income. A nineteenth-century Dutch official report, for instance, 
noted that Orang Laut women of the suku Galang gathered and prepared tripang (seaweed) 
for sale to the Chinese while men carried out piratical activities. 49 Prominence These 
observations suggest that the Islamic sanction of female seclusion and the parallel 
construction of ideal womanhood—that a good woman stays inside—had a limited appeal 
among women of rank and file and they continued to carry out their commercial undertakings 
both ashore and at sea. 

 
Maritime violence intensified in the eighteenth century. By the turn of the century the 

Malay states and their Orang Laut allies were on the decline following decades of conflict 
and turmoil, and various seafaring groups, such as the Bugis from south Sulawesi and the 
Iranun and Balangingi based in the Sulu archipelago, were eclipsing the Orang Laut as the 
leading raiding force in insular Southeast Asia.50 By the 1780s seasonal raiding of Iranun and 
Balangingi was ravaging coastal settlements in the Malay world and southern Philippines. 
Meanwhile the Dutch East India Company continued to advance in Indonesian islands amidst 
growing tension and rivalry with the British East India Company. 

 
The human cost of maritime piracy cut across gender and social standings, and men, 

women, and children indiscriminately fell victim. In this context of widespread violence, the 
practice of reciprocal gift giving between the Orang Laut and the land-based Malay elite 
gradually gave way to a commoditized sale of slaves during the seventeenth through 
nineteenth centuries in conjunction with economic globalization. Valued for their multiple 
uses as medicine and condiments, Southeast Asian spices, native or otherwise, had been in 
high demand in Asian markets for several centuries.51 The arrival of European missionaries 
and merchants in Southeast Asia in the sixteenth century further expanded the spice trade 
network to Europe. As the demand for Southeast Asian spices grew, so did the demand for 
human power required in production. In the Malay world spices were traditionally cultivated 
in the sparsely populated riverine plateaus, and maritime raiding of coastal and downstream 
communities by the Orang Laut often aimed to capture slave labourers for spice production. 
Although strong young men were most desired, women and children were also captured 
because they could undertake light tasks for spice production.52 By the second half of the 
seventeenth century south Sumatra under Dutch control had become a thriving site of black 
pepper production for global export. The attacks on the coastal and riverine Orang Laut 
settlements became so rampant that even female weavers of kajang mats, a lucrative 
commodity and a vital source of income, succumbed to the raiding, implying a gradual 
erosion of women’s prominence in local commerce.53 

 
The Iranun and Balangingi, a rising power in island Southeast Asia, were fearsome 

warriors and marauders of the Sulu sultanate. They carried out seasonal attacks on coastal 
settlements and passing ships along the extensive sea lanes from southern Philippines to as 
far afield as Burma. Between the late eighteenth and late nineteenth centuries, the Iranun 
raiding was so pervasive in August, September, and October that these months became 
known locally as “musim lanun” or Iranun season. 54 The Iranun and Balangingi were 
equipped with purpose-specific raiding vessels that ranged from small canoes for short 
inshore expeditions to larger and armed cruisers designed for long-haul journeys with the 
capacity to hold crewmembers and captured slaves by the hundreds. 55 Armed with the 
technological edge, the Iranun’s and Balangingi’s mobility far surpassed that of the Orang 
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Laut and other seafaring groups in the region. In this hostile environment women were 
described warlike and armed to defend themselves and fight off rivals when needed. On 
Iranun women settlers in the Tuaran-Papar area on the northeast corner of Boneo where they 
had colonized by early 1800s as a new hunting ground, a British consul Spencer St. John 
(1825-1910), observed that they were “warlike and used firearms, and were considered 
sufficiently powerful to beat off the Dyaks.” 56 

 
In parallel to the sponsorship Malay states had provided for Orang Laut raiders, the 

Sulu sultanate saw economic value in maritime piracy of the Iranun and Balangingi and 
actively endorsed their raiding expeditions. Centred in the strategic passageway between the 
South China Sea and the Strait of Melaka, the Sulu sultanate was a thriving commercial 
centre in China trade from the late eighteenth to late nineteenth centuries. The coastal 
chieftains along the Sulu Sea collectively formed the sultanate and were chief producers and 
exporters of sea and forest products, such as sea cucumber, bird’s nest, and cinnamon. These 
products were highly desired in the Chinese market and traded for firearms, textiles, and 
luxury goods.57 

 
The booming China trade spurred the demand for human power to produce and 

supply the sea and forest products for the Chinese market. During the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, the Sulu sultanate grew into the region’s foremost centre of slave trade, 
and the seasonal raiding of the Iranun and Balangingi served as a primary means of capturing 
slaves for sale.   Most captives were men, women, and children from seafaring communities 
in the Sulu region, as well as from European trading posts, and European women were taken 
as wives of Iranun men. 58 Similar scenes of looting prevailed when the Iranun and 
Balangingi attacked passing cargo ships and stripped their passengers of every possession and 
equipment the pirates could carry away before detaining the passengers.59 Although many 
lives were lost during the initial showdowns, the Iranun and Balangingi raiding, in principle, 
was to keep as many captives alive as possible so long as they remained obedient and 
submissive.   The slave raiders even granted conditional release by ransom of some captives 
of prominent standing. Muslim hajis and imams, Spanish friars, colonial officials, and well- 
to-do chiefs were among those who escaped the ordeal of long captivity.60 

 
Able-bodied men were always in high demand, especially those with fishing and 

sailing skills because they could collect sea products and take part in slave raiding as rowers 
and warriors.61 Moreover, the high human cost of the seasonal raiding demanded a constant 
supply of male labourers. Many crewmembers were lost in storms and shipwrecks and more 
commonly in battle, so the newly seized men routinely filled in the loss and were forced into 
arduous labour as rowers and galley slaves.62 Harsh treatment and strained life during the 
treacherous journeys to Sulu that lasted as long as three months took heavy toll on the health 
and morale of male captives, who were poorly fed and sometimes forced to live on tuber and 
salt water. Cramps, diarrhoea, and dysentery were widespread, and the unfit boys and older 
men were usually the first to perish on board.63 

 
Women and children were captured sometimes in preference to men and were 

exchanged at higher prices than were male counterparts on the slave market.64 Children, 
especially young boys, were welcomed into Iranun and Balangingi communities because they 
could be trained to become raiders and warriors. Women also were desired for the numerous 
tasks they could perform in domestic service and the processing of sea products. Above all, 
the reproductive capacity of the captured females was most valued because they could bear 
future generations of the Iranun and Balangingi.65 Reflecting on the value of female captives, 
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an English report on “the Subject of Piracy” from 5 December 1828 recounted that women 
were fairly well treated on board and not always exposed to the hardships their male 
counterparts suffered as long as they remained obedient to the captors.66 A further account of 
benign treatment of female captives comes from “The Illanoon” in the Singapore Free Press 
on 6 April 1847. It reported that the code of conduct among crewmembers on Iranun and 
Balangingi fleets forbade sexual abuse of female captives and considered raping of women a 
criminal offense.67 At the same time, these excerpts of benevolence toward women (and 
children) must be read with caution because the surviving sources offer little insight into the 
extent to which the protections against female abuse were enforced on the raiding vessels. 
Indeed, some male crewmembers were suspected to have broken the code of conduct and 
advanced with their sexual affronts, and slaving and gruesome treatment of female captives, 
such as submerging them in water.68 

 
By the closing decade of the nineteenth century, the Sulu sultanate and slave raiding 

of the Iranun and Balangingi were on the decline. The ravaging effect of musim ilanun and 
the widespread “robbery and violence” in Southeast Asian waters prompted European powers 
to take measures against what they came to understand as acts of piracy during the nineteenth 
century.69 The Spanish reacted resolutely to end the seasonal raiding of the Iranun and 
Balangingi. Between 1848 and 1858, the Spanish launched sustained attacks on the raiding 
ships and trading centres in southern Philippine, Borneo, and Sulawesi. For instance, in the 
1848 campaign in Sipac, the chief fortress of the Balangingi off the southwestern coast of 
Mindanao, the Spanish resorted to the scorched earth policy and left the area inhabitable. 
Many Balangingi men, women, and children were either killed in the battle or took their own 
lives in defiance. Those who survived the carnage were taken to the Spanish ships as 
prisoners of war and held hostage in Spanish-controlled Zamboanga.70 The destruction of 
raiding centres continued through the 1860s, when the Spanish fleet applied larger numbers 
of gunned steamboats in maritime expeditions that could easily outmanoeuvred the manually 
operated vessels of the Iranun and Balangingi. By the late 1870s, the Spanish consolidated 
much of Muslim states in southern Philippines, and by that time, the Iranun and Balangingi 
raiding, though it had not completely disappeared, occurred only sporadically and was largely 
confined to the northern Borneo coast.71 

 

Concluding Notes: From the Women Pirates Questions to Gendered Maritime History 
 
This article started out as a response to Jo Stanley’s call in 1995 in search of women pirates. 
In premodern island Southeast Asia women were commonly not pirates and most probably 
could not have been pirates because of a multitude of undertakings they performed in society 
as evidenced in the excerpts and summaries about women’s position and roles in seafaring 
societies. Women may have been many things, be they courtiers, consorts, wives, mothers, 
wet nurses, craftswomen, tradeswomen, agriculturalists, fisherwomen, armed fighters, 
victims of raids, or slaves. Yet, being a pirate and a raider was not something they were 
renowned for. These observations on island Southeast Asia illuminate how underlying 
regional patterns in gender roles and female-male relations, most notably complementarity, 
bilateral social organization, and women’s prominence in court politics and local commerce, 
are closely linked to the relative female absence in maritime raiding. By so doing, this article 
effectively reoriented the initial quest for women pirates into one that addresses gender roles 
and dynamics of female-male relations in seafaring societies in island Southeast Asia. 

Meanwhile, maritime historians who had inquired into women pirates were growingly 
reminded of the dearth of records about women seafarers let alone pirates and led some to 
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conclude the “women pirates” question a futile pursuit.72 In her 2001 essay on Cheng I Sao, 
Dian Murray, a maritime historian of the South China Sea, was already struck by the 
discrepant information regarding her life course, including her ascendancy to power as a 
successor commander of the raiding fleet following the death of her pirate husband Cheng I 
in 1807. Instead of attempting to offer a coherent biography of Cheng I Sao, Murray opted to 
dedicate her entire piece to evaluating what is fact and what is fiction about Cheng I Sao’s 
life and career.73 Furthermore, women pirates themselves were generally considered norm 
benders that broke social conventions and challenged the prescribed public roles, and were by 
no means representative of concerns and experiences of the vast majority of women in 
seafaring communities. Moreover, seafaring, historically, was by no means a popular 
occupational choice for women and if anything, most women contently steered clear from 
sailing and maritime booty hunt. As John Appleby puts in reference to the English and 
Anglo-American piracy from the sixteen to the eighteenth centuries, “[V]ery few women 
were attracted by sea life or the prospect of sailing with disorderly and potentially dangerous 
gangs of rovers.” 74 Given the rarity of women sailors and pirates compounded by the 
perennial paucity of reliable source material to reconstruct their lives, it made only sense for 
some maritime historians to focus more broadly on women’s roles in seafaring communities 
and more generally, women’s relations with the sea.75 Therefore, it was only sensible for 
some maritime historians to centre their analysis on gender as demonstrated in the 1996 
anthology, Iron Men, Wooden Women: Gender and Seafaring in the Atlantic World.76 

 
In 2002 Jo Stanely herself reflected on the state of scholarship on women’s maritime 

history and acknowledged the usefulness of gender in the study of seafaring and maritime 
piracy. She points to the aforementioned Iron Men, Wooden Women as one of the first to 
complement women’s history with gender history and demonstrate “gendered women’s 
maritime history.”77 On a most fundamental level, as Stanley continues, women’s history 
concerns “meaning ‘about women,’” whereas gender history examines “meaning ‘about 
socially constructed gender difference and its operations.’”78 In maritime history, the genre 
of women’s history has added “rare individuals,” such as women pirates, into the historical 
accounts of seafaring and maritime piracy. These studies, despite their novelty, do not allow 
researchers to “deduct patterns,” to quote Stanley again, due to the absence of data on women 
and women pirates more specifically. 79 After all, women pirates are too sporadic a 
phenomenon to carve out a historiography on its own unless paired with a more broadly 
conceived gender history. Gendered maritime history, as Stanley puts it, warrants researchers 
to examine “how gender has functioned as a fundamental component in life at sea, as it is 
ashore.”80 It is in the spirit of gendered maritime history that cases on historical piracy from 
Southeast Asia will find their counterparts and possibly inspire cross-regional comparisons 
among historians of seas and oceans. 
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