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INTRODUCTION 

This proceeding represents a testament to the vibrant tapestry of collaborative knowledge 
weaving together the Research Center for Society and Culture at the National Research and 
Innovation Agency (BRIN), PMB BRIN, and the Negeri Rempah Foundation. We stand at the 
intersection of diverse intellectual landscapes, bringing together a rich mosaic of academic 
scholars, practitioners, diplomats, business innovators, non-governmental organizations, 
community leaders, artists, and historians from Indonesia, Australia, China, Singapore, and the 
Netherlands. 

The International Forum on Spice Route (IFSR) 2023, themed "Reconnecting the Spice 
Routes: The Contribution of Maritime Southeast Asia towards Global Transformation," marks 
a significant milestone in our ongoing exploration of historical maritime networks. This year's 
forum transcends conventional academic boundaries, offering a profound examination of the 
spice routes not merely as historical trade pathways, but as complex systems of cultural, 
economic, and social interactions that continue to shape our understanding of global 
connectivity. 

We received approximately 69 abstract submissions, reflecting the growing global interest 
in understanding the nuanced narratives of the Spice Route. Through a rigorous review 
process, we have curated 26 papers spanning six dynamic panels: Natural Diversity and 
Commodities, Creativity in Human Adaptation, Cultural Heritage Management, Geopolitical 
Considerations, Maritime Communities, and Global Encounters and Cultural Exchanges. 

The papers presented explore multiple dimensions of the spice routes, delving deep into a 
comprehensive exploration of these historical networks. Scholars investigate the natural 
diversity and commodities that were pivotal to these routes, examining how specific spices 
and trade goods shaped global interactions. The research also explores human creativity and 
adaptation, revealing how communities developed innovative strategies for survival and 
exchange along these maritime pathways. Cultural heritage management emerges as a crucial 
theme, with papers analyzing how these routes have been preserved, interpreted, and 
understood through time. Geopolitical considerations provide insights into the complex 
political landscapes that emerged from and were shaped by spice trade networks. Maritime 
communities take center stage, highlighting the lived experiences of those who navigated and 
sustained these routes. Finally, the proceedings offer rich examinations of global encounters 
and cultural exchanges, demonstrating how these routes were far more than mere economic 
pathways, but were instead vibrant conduits of human interaction, knowledge transfer, and 
cultural transformation. 

Our collective endeavor goes beyond historical documentation. We seek to reconstruct the 
spice routes as living, evolving narratives that remain relevant to contemporary global 
challenges. These routes are not static historical artifacts but dynamic networks that continue 
to offer critical perspectives on trade, cultural exchange, sustainable development, and 
intercultural dialogue. 

The forum highlights the pivotal role of Maritime Southeast Asia in global transformation. 
We examine how these ancient routes facilitated not just the exchange of spices and goods, 
but also the transmission of technologies, philosophies, artistic expressions, and cultural 
practices. From the maritime kingdoms of Srivijaya to the contemporary geopolitical 
landscape of the Indo-Pacific region, our discussions reveal the enduring significance of these 
historical connections. 
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More than an academic exercise, this proceeding represents a critical endeavor in global 
cultural diplomacy. By meticulously documenting and analyzing the Spice Route's 
multifaceted legacy, we contribute to a broader understanding of how maritime networks 
have shaped—and continue to shape—human societies. Our research serves not just as 
historical documentation but provides a living, breathing narrative of cultural exchange that 
resonates in the present and offers insights for future generations. 

We are committed to expanding our exploration of the Spice Route, viewing it not merely 
as a historical trade path but as a complex system of cultural, economic, and social 
interactions. Our goal extends beyond academic discourse; we seek to support global 
recognition of the Spice Route as a profound world heritage that demands scholarly attention 
and public appreciation. 

This proceeding is more than a collection of papers—it is a collaborative journey, a meeting 
point of diverse perspectives, and a bridge connecting different knowledge traditions. We 
hope these pages inspire continued exploration, dialogue, and understanding of the rich, 
interconnected human story embodied by the Spice Route. 

Let this collection serve as a beacon, illuminating the enduring significance of cultural 
connections that transcend geographical boundaries and temporal limitations. 

 

Dr Lilis Mulyani 
Head of Research Center for Society and Culture, 
National Research and Innovation Agency of Indonesia (PMB BRIN)
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FOREWORD 

Greetings from Jakarta, Indonesia 

First of all, on behalf of the Organizing Committee, I would like to welcome all attendees 
to the International Forum on Spice Route (IFSR) 2023. The 5th International Forum on Spice 
Route is held as a collaboration between the Negeri Rempah Foundation and the Research 
Center for Society and Culture, National Research and Innovation Agency. The International 
Forum on Spice Route is also supported by the network of communities of Negeri Rempah 
throughout Indonesia, as well as the support from national and international institutions. IFSR 
welcomes participants from many parts of Indonesia and abroad to share ideas, knowledge, 
and experiences about the Spice Route from multiple dimensions.  

This is the second year that IFSR invited public participation through a call for papers, to 
contribute to enriching knowledge about the Spice Route. With the theme “Reconnecting the 
Spice Route: The Contribution of Maritime Southeast Asia towards Global Transformation”, 
IFSR would like to underline the importance of responding to the various global challenges we 
face today. Thus, the context of the Spice Route transcends beyond space and time. 
Reconstructing spice routes cannot be separated from the way current people and 
communities make use and live on this historical global connectivity. Many still think and 
argue that the routes are history, however, many researchers have proven that these routes 
maintain important maritime connections that have changed their forms and nature. To 
discuss and advocate the topic of spice routes in contemporary society, it is time for us to start 
looking at the Spice Route from a contextual perspective so that it is relevant in responding to 
contemporary challenges such as climate change, disaster relief and reconstruction, maritime 
affairs, food security, poverty alleviation, equality, and various other global challenges.  

IFSR 2023 invites the willingness of experts/resource persons from various disciplinary 
backgrounds to share. Besides Indonesia, participants come over from Australia, China, 
Singapore, and the Netherlands. Therefore, I would like to express my highest appreciation to 
all the contributors who are willing to share their knowledge and experience with us in this 
forum.  Last but not least, this annual community-based forum is held independently, driven 
by volunteers with the spirit of collaboration or what we call "gotong-royong" which puts 
forward the principle of volunteerism to foster learning traditions in Indonesian society.  
Therefore, on behalf of the Negeri Rempah Foundation and IFSR organizing committee, I 
would like to once again express our great gratitude to our partner, the Research Center for 
Society and Culture, National Research and Innovation Agency. I would also like to thank the 
Institute of Social Science and Humanities National Research and Innovation Agency, the 
Directorate General of Culture - Ministry of Education, Culture, Research, and Technology, the 
Embassy of the Republic of Indonesia in Beijing, China Academy of Social Science, the Embassy 
of the Republic of Indonesia in The Hague, KITLV Vrijde Universiteit Amsterdam, Indonesian 
National Commission for UNESCO, Monash University, Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy, 
National University of Singapore, and Museum Kebaharian Jakarta. Our appreciation to all the 
speakers, community partners and supporting organizations, and all of the volunteers for their 
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enthusiasm in supporting this program. Without your support, this forum would not be made 
possible.  

 
Dewi Kumoratih 
Organizing Committee - International Forum on Spice Route (IFSR) 2023 
Chair of the Executive Board, Negeri Rempah Foundation 
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THE KEYNOTE SPEAKERS 

 
 
  

NOER HASSAN WIRAJUDA 
Chairman of the Board of Trustees 

Negeri Rempah Foundation 

 

Assalamualaikum warahmatullahi wabarakatuh, shalom om shanti shanti om, namo budaya, 
rahayu. 

Good morning to you all. Allow me in my role as the co-founder and head of Patron of 
the Negeri Rempah Foundation to extend my heartfelt appreciations to the Research Center 
for Society and Culture of the National Research and Innovation Agency of BRIN. Their 
generous support, cooperation, and co-sponsorship have been instrumental in bringing the 
2023 International Forum of Spice Routes to fruition. This marks a significant milestone in the 
history of IFSR, which was established in 2019. I would also like to express my gratitude to Dr. 
Hilman Farid for gracing this year's IFSR with his presence and delivering an insightful keynote 
speech. To our international participants, our warmest welcome to this inspiring gathering. 

The Spice Routes, known as Jalur Rempah, were primarily international trade networks 
that for over 16 centuries intricately connected the regions of East Asia, East Africa, and the 
Middle East. Furthermore, since the late 16th century, these routes extended their reach to 
Europe. This maritime address originally linked the Pacific Oceans and the Indian Oceans, with 
the islands, straits, and sea lanes of Nusantara playing a capital role. Between the 6th to 13th 
centuries, the illustrious maritime kingdom of Srivijaya, which controlled over two critical 
straits—the Straits of Malacca and Sunda—emerged as the fulcrum joining two oceans and 
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two continents, offering not only trade and regional economics but also rich cultural 
exchanges. 

Recent discoveries of artifacts and inscriptions from Srivijaya in the Karawang Regency 
of West Java underscore the significance of controlling estuaries and its hinterland in historical 
terms. Goods ranging from ceramics, silk, and the first spices like nutmeg, cengkeh (cloves), 
to cottons and exquisite carpets were traded along these maritime routes. Undoubtedly, 
spices stood as the most coveted and precious of all commodities. European awareness of 
these spices dates back to the Crusades when they acquired them from Arab traders at 
considerable expense. This prompted European exploration of the Nusantara in the late 16th 
and early 17th centuries. 

For over a millennium, this era marks the dominance of the Asia-Pacific and Indian 
Oceans, truly reminiscent of the medieval Mediterranean which, in essence, translates to "the 
center of the world." For centuries, the maritime trade routes known today as spice routes 
were remarkably peaceful. These routes were not merely conduits for trading goods but also 
served as meeting points for languages, cultures, religions, and technological knowledge. 

Nusantara's geographic significance embraced and accommodated different 
civilizations: East Asians (China and India), Persians, Islamic, and Russian, offering co-existence 
marked by peace and tolerance. As a significant center for Buddhism in Southeast Asia, with 
its cultural diplomacy well documented in history, it made substantial contributions to the 
establishment of the ancient Nalanda University in Northeast India, home to 15 nations, 
making it the world's first university. 

Moreover, its cultural ties with the Chola Kingdom of Southeastern India, Ceylon, and 
Song-Tang Dynasty of China enriched the tapestry of our shared heritage. The written works 
of a Chinese Buddhist scholar named I-Ching during the early 7th century were testament to 
this grand history. I-Ching journeyed from Beijing to Nalanda and returned via a sojourn in 
Srivijaya. Similarly, an Indian Buddhist scholar named Atisa Dipamkara, a graduate of Nalanda, 
spent years in Srivijaya to complete his studies, akin to a modern virtual program. 

Thus, in addition to being a global trade hub, the flourishing Srivijaya also earned 
recognition as a cultural center, actively engaging in cultural diplomacy, dialogue, and the 
pursuit of peace. The clash of civilizations did not manifest until Europeans arrived with their 
superior firepower, monopolizing trade and eventually colonizing the wider regions of Asia 
and Africa. Colonialism, racism, slavery, and slave trade represent some of Europe's darkest 
contributions to world civilizations, ultimately disrupting the once peaceful maritime spice 
routes. 

History has an uncanny tendency to echo itself. Recent geopolitical and geo-economic 
shifts from Europe/Transatlantic to Asia, more commonly termed the Indo-Pacific, over the 
past decade has thrust our region back into the global spotlight. The Indo-Pacific is no longer 
at the periphery but occupies a central role, much like its historical significance. Indonesia and 
Southeast Asia, represented by ASEAN, find themselves as the fulcrum of this new chapter. 

While it offers abundant opportunities, it also presents potential tensions and possible 
conflicts. In this context, there must be valuable lessons from our own history, particularly the 
maritime spice routes, emphasizing the importance of direct communication, dialogue, and 
the imperative of reinvention, innovation, and technological development. 
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In conclusion, I extend my best wishes for productive and insightful dialogue during this 
year's International Forum of Spice Routes. Thank you sincerely for your kind attention. 

 

Thank you for your attention. 

Wassalamualaikum warahmatullahi wabarakatuh. 

 

 
 
  

NOER HASSAN WIRAJUDA 
 
Hassan Wirajuda is formerly the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia (2001¬2009). He 
served during the presidencies of Megawati Sukarnoputri and Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono. Wirajuda earned 
a Doctor of Juridical Science in International Law from the University of Virginia School of Law (1981), a 
Master of Law (LL.M) from Harvard University School of Law (1985), and a Master of Arts in Law and 
Diplomacy (MALD) from the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University (1984). In 1971, he 
graduated from the Faculty of Law of the University of Indonesia, and in 1976, he spent a year at Oxford 
University in the United Kingdom earning a Certificate in Diplomacy. A lawyer by training and a diplomat by 
choice, Wirajuda has held several important posts including Director-General of Political Affairs of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (July 2000 - August 2001), Ambassador and Permanent Representative to the 
United Nations and other international organizations in Geneva (December 1998 - July 2000), Ambassador 
Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary to Egypt (October 1997 - December 1998), and Director of International 
Organizations of the Department of Foreign Affairs (1993-1997). During his diplomatic career, Wirajuda also 
assisted in the establishment of the Indonesian National Commission on Human Rights (Komnas HAM). 
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HILMAR FARID 
 

Director General of Culture, Ministry of Education, Culture, 
Research, and Technology RI 

Selamat pagi bapak ibu semua, assalammualaikum wr. wb. salam sejahtera, om swastiastu 
namo budaya salam kebajikan, rahayu. 

First of all, I would like to apologize for not being able to attend the conference in 
person, but I'm really honored to address this event where we convene to explore the intricate 
web that makes the spice routes not just a tale of the past but a living, evolving narrative that 
continues to shape our world in multiple dimensions. I've been following the International 
Forum on Spice Routes for several years now, and I can tell that this is more than just a 
gathering of intellectual minds. It is a confluence of histories, cultures, and ambitions. At this 
event, we see not just the faces of academics, policy makers, and practitioners, but also the 
embodiment of centuries-old traditions of communities that have been built on the spine of 
these ancient routes, and the future generations who will inherit a world influenced by them. 

The spice routes have been more than just pathways for trading precious commodities 
like nutmeg, cloves, and pepper. They have been the arteries of civilization, facilitating the 
flow of cultures, technologies, philosophies, and even religions. From antiquity to the Middle 
Ages, the spice routes spread an inter-networked, tangible, navigable network that connected 
societies and formed the backbone of ancient globalizations. But let us dispel the notion that 
the spice routes are merely historical artifacts. While they may have started as trade routes, 
they have evolved into an intricate network of relationships and systems that still hold 
relevance in the modern context. The spice routes could be seen as a precursor of today's 
ever-evolving global trade systems, which now include digital economies, information 
technology, and knowledge exchange. While the form and nature of these connections may 
have transformed, the fundamental aspect of trade – mutual benefit through the exchange of 
goods, services, or values – remains the same. 
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Today, this forum sets an ambitious agenda that transcends conventional disciplinary 
boundaries. Our understanding of the spice routes has to be holistic, weaving through the rich 
tapestry of natural diversity, human adaptation, cultural heritage, maritime communities, and 
the far-reaching implications of global encounters and exchanges. We are not merely engaged 
in historical study, but we are involved in constructing an interdisciplinary narrative that 
recognizes the multi-faceted contributions of Maritime Southeast Asia to global 
transformation. 

Natural diversity and commodities along the spice routes, for example, are not just 
about the spices or goods exchanged, but also about sustainable utilization of maritime 
resources, local wisdom, and folklore through the concept of aesthetics and material culture. 
The spice routes go beyond trade to touch upon human adaptation to various social, cultural, 
and environmental contexts. This includes the forms of art and creative expressions that have 
evolved as a response to the unique challenges and opportunities presented by life along 
these ancient routes. 

Similarly, cultural heritage management is not a parochial concept. It is a complex 
endeavor that requires global cooperation. As the routes connect diverse lands, the 
preservation of cultural heritage along these pathways is not the sole responsibility of a single 
state or community, but it is a collective human endeavor. In an era threatened by climate 
change and cultural homogenization, such cooperative initiatives gain an added layer of 
urgency. 

The health of our maritime communities and their sustainable development is another 
crucial aspect. While these communities may appear to be localized and isolated, they are 
very much a part of the global ecosystem. Their well-being is inherently tied to the sustainable 
management of fisheries and oceans, a challenge that is global in its scope and implications. 

Let's also consider the immense value of spices themselves – not just as commodities 
but also as cultural and even geopolitical assets. Spices traded along these routes were the 
backdrop of regional international cuisines, traditional medicines, and rituals. In a sense, they 
were the original global products, long before that term existed. As we move forward, there's 
a growing need to protect the genetic diversity of these plants and ensure that their cultivation 
remains sustainable. That includes respecting and compensating the communities that have 
been the custodians of this botanical heritage for generations. 

But as we know, it's not just about spices. It is also about the ship builders, the sailors, 
the traders, and the countless others who made these routes function. Their expertise, often 
passed down through generations, is a form of intangible heritage that deserves recognition 
and preservation. Imagine harnessing that collective wisdom to tackle modern-day challenges 
like climate change, piracy, or geopolitical conflict. 

In a world still grappling with inequality, social unrest, and environmental degradation, 
the mission to rejuvenate the spice routes is not just a cultural or economic endeavor. It is a 
commitment to a more inclusive and sustainable model of globalization. This means that it's 
not only about trade agreements, shipping lanes, or digital platforms – important as they are. 
It's about creating a system where trade is just, where cultures are respected, and where 
nature is valued and protected. 
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This is what I have to convey, and I wish you good luck with the conference. May it 
contribute to our continuous conversation about the spice routes. Thank you very much. 

 
That's all I can convey, and once again, thank you for the invitation. 

Wassalamualaikum warahmatullahi wabarakatuh, om shanti shanti om, rahayu. 

 

  

HILMAR FARID 
 
Hilmar Farid is a historian, activist, and humanist. He currently serves as the Director General of Culture 
who was inaugurated in 2015. In 1994, Hilmar together with several artists, researchers, activists, and 
cultural workers in Jakarta established the Cultural Working Network and published periodical printed 
literature, and conducted critical cultural studies. In 2002 Hilmar was involved in the establishment of the 
Indonesian Institute of Social History (ISSI) and was its leader until 2007 to collaborate in developing history 
teaching materials. Hilmar is also the first person to occupy the position of Director General from the non-
employment level of the ministry. 
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AHMAD NAJIB BURHANI 
Chairman of the Institute of Social Sciences and Humanities (ISSH), 

National Research and Innovation Agency (BRIN) 

 

Assalammualaikum warahmatullahi wabarakatuh 

Good morning, 

It is my honor and pleasure to welcome you all to the International Forum on Spice 
Route 2023: "Reconnecting the Spice Routes: The Contribution of Maritime Southeast Asia to 
Global Transformation," organized by Indonesia's National Research and Innovation Agency 
(BRIN). 

Looking at our forum's theme, we can see that it offers a fascinating exploration of the 
past, present, and future of one of history's most influential trade networks. I believe this 
gathering will take us on an extraordinary journey through time as we trace the footprints of 
the ancient spice trade and its profound impact on our world today. 

In recent years, India has been actively promoting the Cotton Route, while other 
historically significant routes such as the Cinnamon Route, the Kemenyan (Incense) Route, and 
China's Silk Road have already been recognized as UNESCO World Heritage sites. These 
developments make our discussions particularly timely and relevant, especially when 
connected to Indonesia's identity as a maritime nation and our vision to become a global 
Maritime Fulcrum. 

I would like to express my sincere appreciation to everyone who has contributed to 
making this event possible, particularly our colleagues from the Research Center for Society 
and Culture under Dr. Lilis, and our partners at Negeri Rempah Foundation. I'm pleased that 
we are now in our second year of fruitful collaboration. 

Ladies and gentlemen, as we embark on this intellectual voyage along the Spice Route, 
we will explore the rich history of Maritime Southeast Asia – a region that has played a pivotal 
role in shaping global trade networks. The spice route was never merely a commercial 
pathway; it served as a bridge connecting diverse cultures, civilizations, and dreams. 
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Among the many communities that have shaped this historic route, two examples stand 
out: the Bajau and Sangihe Talaud peoples. 

The Bajau people, widely known as Sea Nomads or Sea Gypsies, truly embody the spirit 
of Maritime Southeast Asia. For centuries, they have lived in harmony with the ocean, 
mastering navigation and trade. Their legacy is defined by extraordinary courage, 
resourcefulness, and adaptability – qualities that have not only sustained their communities 
but have significantly enriched the cultural tapestry of the spice route. Their profound 
relationship with the sea has facilitated the exchange of spices and cultural knowledge across 
distant shores. 

Recently, we analyzed population data for the Bajau community. According to 
Indonesia's 2000 census, they numbered around 150,000 people. By the 2010 census, this 
figure had doubled to approximately 250,000. One might ask: is this growth a positive 
development? Unfortunately, I see it as rather concerning. The increase reflects that many 
Bajau have moved to coastal settlements and no longer maintain their traditional sea-dwelling 
lifestyle. Consequently, despite their growing numbers, we're witnessing a decline in 
authentic maritime cultural practices. 

The Sangihe Talaud people represent another vital thread in the diverse fabric of the 
Spice Route's history. From their home in the northern reaches of Southeast Asia, their 
distinctive cultural traditions, trading networks, and historical contributions have significantly 
shaped the complex narrative of the spice trade. These communities have functioned as both 
guardians and catalysts of the spice route, serving as crucial intermediaries in the 
intercontinental spice trade and enriching the stories that unfold along these ancient 
pathways. 

In discussing these maritime communities, I'm reminded of the important work of Dr. 
Dedi Adhuri, one of our leading researchers in maritime studies. He identifies the Bajau and 
Sangihe Talaud as the first two of Indonesia's four key maritime communities – whom we 
might rightfully call the true custodians of our maritime heritage. The remaining two 
custodians are the Melayu fishing communities and the traditional indigenous shipping and 
coastal communities. 

At BRIN, we believe that strengthening Indonesia's maritime culture requires 
empowering these four stakeholder groups. This approach differs fundamentally from viewing 
the sea merely as a source of commodities or approaching maritime development through 
technocratic or high-technology solutions that often increase our dependency on external 
parties. 

Distinguished guests, throughout our time together at this forum, we will embark on a 
profound journey of discovery. Our discussions will cover maritime communities, the natural 
diversity and commodities of the spice routes, cultural heritage management, geopolitical 
considerations, global encounters, and cultural exchanges. Together, we will uncover hidden 
stories, rediscover forgotten treasures, and explore the enduring legacies of the spice route. 
This journey will not only connect us with our past but also illuminate pathways toward a more 
interconnected and culturally enriched future. 

As we set forth on this exciting exploration through time and culture, I extend my 
warmest welcome to all of you. Let us share our knowledge and celebrate the enduring legacy 
of the spice route as we examine how Maritime Southeast Asia has contributed to global 
transformation. 
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May our discussions be enlightening and our connections as enduring as the spice 
routes themselves. Thank you for joining us today, both in person and virtually – we have 
approximately 80 participants online. I wish you all productive and engaging discussions. 

Thank you. 

Wassalammualaikum warrahmatullahi wabarrahkatuh. 

 

 

 

 

AHMAD NAJIB BURHANI 
 
Ahmad Najib Burhani is a research professor and Chairman of the Institute of Social Sciences and Humanities 
(ISSH) at the National Research and Innovation Agency (BRIN). Previously, he was the director of the Research 
Center for Society and Culture (PMB) at the Indonesian Institute of Sciences (LIPI), Jakarta. He received his 
Ph.D. in Religious Studies from the University of California-Santa Barbara, USA in 2013. During the last year 
of his study, he won the Professor Charles Wendell Memorial Award from UCSB for academic achievement 
in the field of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies. He received his Master's degrees from the University of 
Manchester, United Kingdom (MSc in Social Research Methods & Statistics) and Universiteit Leiden, the 
Netherlands (MA in Islamic Studies). Not long after returning to Indonesia, Najib Burhani was selected as a 
member of the elite group Indonesian Young Scientists (ALMI) of the Indonesian Academy of Sciences (AIPI). 
In addition to the Professor Charles Wendell Memorial Award from UCSB, Najib was selected as the 100 
Notable Alumni of UIN Syarif Hidayatullah Jakarta (2020) and the Best Researcher at LIPI in the Field of Social 
Sciences and Humanities (2020). He then becomes an Icon of Pancasila in the Field of Science and Innovation 
(2020) and received Muhammadiyah Award for his contribution in science and technology (2021). 
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Abstract  

Indonesia’s spices have been featured commodities in the modern market for centuries. The 
contemporary market has changed significantly since maritime trade was introduced. People 
living in the northern hemisphere can quickly obtain spices from the southern hemisphere. 
The availability of those spices makes the serving of Indonesian and other Asian dishes easier 
because of the similar spices. Every traditional cuisine with the right spice will present an 
authentic flavor, which can become a cultural symbol. This research design uses a qualitative 
approach by involving northern trade experts such as Canada, along with interviewing local 
users about the existence of Indonesia and Southeast Asia countries related to the spices used, 
such as pepper, cloves and others. The results of this research will give a contemporary 
perspective about spice routes: how the hustle and bustle of the spice trade in the 15th-century 
in the ports of The Archipelago still continues with huge market potential in North America.  

keyword: Cultural exchange; Contemporary; Gastro diplomacy; Global encounters; Natural 
diversities; Seafaring and trading routes; Spice routes.  

Introduction   

Melati Mediana Tobing is a lecturer at Christian University of Indonesia, Cawang, East Jakarta. 
She graduated from the Doctoral Study Program of the Department of Communication, 
Faculty of Social and Political Sciences, University of Indonesia. She is interested in 
intercultural communication research and the socio-cultural diversity of Indonesian society.  

Lestari Octavia is a lecturer at Gunadarma University, Depok, West Java. She graduated 
from the Doctoral Study Program of the Department of Nutrition, Faculty of Medicine, 
University of Indonesia. She is interested in nutrition research on mother-child health, 
adolescent health, epigenetics, nutrient-gene interactions, and supplementation programs in 
Indonesia. Involving local food programs to eradicate malnutrition is a challenging and exciting 
new field to study.  

Leonard Felix Hutabarat, a respected lecturer at Universitas Kristen Indonesia, Cawang, 
East Jakarta, is a product of prestigious academic institutions. He graduated from the 
International Relations Study Program, Faculty of Social and Political Science, Gadjah Mada 
University, Yogyakarta, and doctoral program at Ecole des Hautes Etudes Internationales, 
Paris, France. He is interested in Indonesian gastro- and economic diplomacy.  

  



318 | International Forum on Spice Route 2023 

Preface  

The variety of local foods this country owns cannot be separated from the array of spices used 
to produce a cuisine with its characteristics. Director General of the Ministry of Education and 
Culture, Republic of Indonesia, Hilmar Farid, said that spices have an essential role not only in 
Indonesian cuisine but also in the history of our country. Looking back at history, Indonesia 
was rich in spices but was colonized, therefore creating a deep trauma and meaningless 
grudge. Nonetheless, we should know that spices existed before colonialism existed. Although 
the colonizers left a disadvantage, they also left behind pieces of knowledge, experience, 
feelings and thoughts, which can be a turning point for this dark history.  

Indonesians use spices for seasoning, medicine, and even in religious activities. Some 
factors influence the presence of spices in Indonesia, such as their impact, which will be 
important in the initial blending of diverse national cultures. Furthermore, spices became the 
wealth sources of The Archipelago. It can result from the presence of spice routes connecting 
islands around the world. The last factor is that spices can be a source of research on the 
marine history of the archipelago (Ahmadi, 2020). The presence of international traders in 
Indonesia to obtain real spices also causes cultural acculturation that can affect many things. 
According to Tobing, Hutabarat, & Sirait (2024), acculturation is a process of a person (or 
groups) being able to learn a culture that is different from his native culture and then absorbed 
with a long filtering process so that other cultures can be well accepted. The trade also 
positively correlated with Wijaya (2019) is understanding, which explains that several traders 
in the archipelago greatly influenced food acculturation in Indonesia.  

Discussing spice routes in the archipelago is prominent, especially in Maluku Islands, 
where the history is related to the voyages and migrants of the Buton people in the Maluku 
islands. These people were important in the evolution of The Archipelago because they were 
the ones who worked hard in exploring the trail of spices and became the distributors of spice 
for hundreds of years through the tradition of cross-ocean voyages to various parts of the 
Archipelago (Kanumoyoso, 2016). Since the first century, the Archipelago people slowly built 
international trade relations. There were trade routes from China through the Archipelago to 
India, Persia, Egypt and Europe. According to Terminology Nusantara, which is addressed in a 
journal entitled "Jalur Rempah dalam Konstruksi Media Online Kompas Tahun 2017-2021: 
Perspektif Sejarah" the spices owned by Indonesians were traded to  

Mediterranean region and also anchored in Malabar (India) at first. In the beginning, 
the Indian traders brought the spices to Rome and Venice and then branched out to the Arab 
traders with their sailboat vehicles, bringing spices across the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf 
(Putra, 2022).  

The vast amount of historical information shows that spices were initially found in 
Maluku island and have been rapidly traded with the Portuguese, Indians, and Arabs. This can 
be proven by the Portuguese conquest of Goa and Melaka, which resulted in changes in the 
spice trade routes. However, this monopolized system does not gradually occur: the 
Archipelago peoples use the advantages of spice to boost Indonesia's economic growth. 
Finally, sea trade networks were established in the Archipelago and other regions, such as 
India, the Middle East, Europe, and the west, and China, the east.  

Indonesia, nicknamed the maritime country, is quite famous for its various spices, such 
as clove, nutmeg, ginger, cinnamon, and many more. These various spices are made into local 
cuisine, giving it an authentic taste and even becoming a cultural symbol. Each of the spices 
has its advantages, which is why they are highly desired worldwide. Because of its fame, the 
regions that produce abundant spices have several names, such as the Spice Route and the 
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Maritime Silk Road. Thus, Indonesia aims to have both routes considered as a world heritage 
sites for UNESCO as they boost Indonesia’s tourism.  

The tourism industry has been rapidly increasing, as proven by a UNWTO (United 
Nations World Tourism Organization) survey, which showed that tourists have been visiting 
several destinations ever since January 2017. According to Baiquni (2009), a tourism trip is not 
only a physical journey from one place to another but can be packaged with a journey of 
imagination through time and space. A journey of traveling from one place to another will 
never be separated from the food that was consumed during the trip. Food is quite important 
if you are on vacation somewhere. This is proved by the perception of many people who often 
look for information before tasting local foods.  

It is an open secret that Indonesia holds the title of the largest archipelagic country in 
the world; this title gives Indonesia a big potential to become the world's maritime axis. 
Looking at the geographical aspect, The Archipelago existed in an equator area between the 
two continents of Asia and Australia, as well as between the Pacific and Indian Oceans and the 
countries of Southeast Asia (Yamin, et al, 2022). Therefore, Indonesia has a significant 
opportunity to develop the spice route.  

Throughout the years, the spice route had its own position, whereas, in the past, 
archaeologists only thought of spices as herbs. Until the era of colonialism, the political sector 
was focused on spices. The existence of this spice route is also one of the factors in the 
establishing cooperation between countries because, by the existence of this spice route, 
countries in the northern region can quickly receive spices from the southern region.  

Not only that but data on non-spice commodities was also gathered from the existing 
spice routes. So, the discussion about spices is not outdated but still realistic in the recent era 
(Adhuri, 2021). Initially, spices in the archipelago were exported to the Mediterranean region 
before BC, anchored in Malabar (India). Then, Indian traders carried them to Venice and Rome. 
After that, the Arab traders took the spices across the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf on sailing 
ships (Turner, 2011: 47, 57–63).  

In terms of history, Indonesia once experienced glory during the Majapahit Kingdom. 
Still, in the end, it suffered a setback because of the defeat in a negotiation to fight for the 
sovereignty of the privilege of the sea route commodity line (Kumoratih, 2021). Indonesia had 
provided an excellent opportunity for Europe to dominate trade affairs, at the pre-colonial 
era. Behind the economic situation that time, Indonesia was a center for advancing the value 
of cultural arts, because of its diverse cultural background along with the experience of 
cultivating multicultural values that have characterized Indonesia from an international 
perspective.  

The spice trade route, a historical symbol of cultural exchange, is making a comeback. 
Indonesian cuisine, with its deep philosophies, rich legends, and unique methods of serving 
and eating food, is a treasure waiting to be discovered. Indonesian traditional cuisine is part 
of Indonesia's cultural identity which was created as part of art, tradition, values, and even 
local customary law (Tobing, Hutabarat, & Sirait, 2024). Maintaining the sustainability of 
cuisine rich in native Indonesian spices is the same as maintaining its cultural identity. 
Although local Indonesian cuisine is not as famous as other types of cuisine from other 
cultures - such as Sushi from Japan or Ramyun from Korea, however, the prospect of the 
popularity of Indonesian cuisine will be increasingly progressive along with the popularity of 
native Indonesian spices. Besides, the management of the traditional food industry made from 
Indonesian spices which is now part of the national policy strategy (Salim, 2023).  
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According to Mari Handono and Kanumayoso (2015) spices are all types of plants that 
can be used as seasoning and medicines, thus making their existence invaluable for human 
life. Indonesia is well known for its tropical climate, which supports the growth of a variety of 
flora that are generally classified as spices, and because of that, Indonesia is known as "The 
Mother of Spices". Therefore, people are willing to travel to Indonesia to get the original spices 
(Fitriani, A. et al 2023). Many different types of spices have enabled the development of many 
unique Indonesian foods. These food items are also present due to the influence of other 
countries' recipes. For example, the recipes influenced by Europe (Portuguese, French, Dutch, 
English and Italian) created rissoles (rissole), kroket (croquette), bolu (bolo), and many more. 
There's also the nickname “Mustika Rasa”, which represents the character of people's taste in 
each region in Indonesia when selecting and processing the food ingredients (Rahman, 2018).  

The spice trade’s influence has led to the integration of Indonesian spices into the 
cuisines of many countries, contributing to the diversification and richness of global culinary 
traditions. Despite Indonesia's historical dominance in the spice trade, the government has 
faced challenges recently. Trade liberalization has resulted in a decline in Indonesia’s market 
share of spice exports as other countries have increased their production and trade 
capabilities (Pakpahan et al., 2020) (Box, 1989) (Anggasari et al., 2023) (Office, 2006). This led 
to a need for greater synergy between Indonesian government, researchers, and other 
stakeholders to maintain its competitiveness in the global spice market.    

Purpose and Problem Analysis  

Culture has its standards, according to Prof. Dr. Semiarto Aji Purwanto from the Faculty of 
Social and Political Sciences, University of Indonesia. However, when a culture is reformed 
would it still have its authentic value? For example, temples and shrines with authentic value 
as religious and worship places then become popular tourist destinations that can provide 
economic growth. The reform here is meant in commodities, a reform that is immediately 
associated with economic reasons.  

The spice route has shaped civilization in the archipelago with various cultural 
exchanges; this trade route was able to provide a positive value from good communication 
and interaction between countries, cultivating a tolerance and respect attitude to impact the 
country's greater contribution at a global level. This writing aims to help readers understand 
that the spice route is still prominent both in the past and present. However, it is a challenge 
the current generation must take to highlight the importance of the spice route and 
reintroduce Indonesia's traditional food abroad.  

This article aims to elaborate on spices that still exist worldwide. The authors seek to 
study the spice routes that are still operating, regardless of the challenges that need to be 
overcome; using existing data and facts will at least create a new perspective on Indonesian 
traditional cuisine and spices after the modern era. Besides that, the author also encourages 
and increases the public's awareness of spices that aim to create a legendary traditional food.  

Methods  

The method used in this study is qualitative research. Qualitative research focuses on the 
perceptions and experiences of participants, and how they are understood in their lives, so 
that the reality described is not singular but plural (Creswell, 2018). Meaning and 
interpretation are important in qualitative data, which are negotiated with other data sources, 
including the researcher's reconstruction (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Through this qualitative 
method, researchers try to understand certain situations, events, groups, and social 
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interactions of Indonesian cuisine in Canada, which are written systematically and objectively. 
This research begins with assumptions that arise and are developed using a literature review 
as well as conducting direct interviews with trusted sources of trade experts in the Northern 
region, Canada. One interviewee is an international student from University of Alberta, Jane, 
that focuses on studying food nutrition, and also a trade expert, Leonard Felix Hutabarat, who 
had hands-on-experience with sharing Indonesian cuisine abroad. The techniques used in data 
collection for this research are documentation, interviews and triangulation (Kartika, 2021). 
The approach used in this research is the Phenomenology Approach, where the author seeks 
to expose a contemporary phenomenon regarding the presence of spice trails and various 
traditional foods that still exist appropriate to the interpretative paradigm (Burkholder, 2021).  

This research begins by reading a number of literature and observing the spice route, 
which turns out to be massive, thus making it easier for other countries to use the spices 
exported from Indonesia. The next step would be finding the appropriate data and drawing a 
significant conclusion regarding the importance of the spice route and its impact toward spices 
in general and the Indonesian cuisine globally.  

Result And Discussion  

Assuming the status of a major local commodity, spices can occupy an important role in 
determining the course of history and culture. From the beginning, maritime trade 
commodities have always served as a convenient gate for trading and a tool for exchanging 
values and cultures in Indonesia (Kanumoyoso, 2016). Many local Indonesian dishes have 
become a culture for this spice-rich country. According to the records, more than 5,300 dishes 
are recorded as authentic Indonesian food. Even the 44th President of the United States, 
Barack Hussein Obama, acknowledged the taste of Indonesian local cuisine very well. When 
he lived in Indonesia, specifically in Menteng (Central Jakarta), the President, who received 
the nickname "Si Anak Menteng", had a good memory of Indonesian cuisine. He even said, 
"Indonesia is a part of me", and crowned sate ayam (chicken satay), bakso (meatball), and 
ikan pepes (a kind of fish wrapped in a banana leaf and roasted), as his favorite dish.  

Not only the case described previously can revive the fame of Indonesian cuisine, but 
the innovation and development of each region that owns traditional food has been able to 
make Indonesia's culture survive until now. Moreover, the existence of the spice route that 
facilitates the trade of local ingredients could be distributed quickly to various countries, 
especially the northern region, Canada.  

Although the spice trade route has been restored, according to data received from the 
interviews with one of the observers of the trade route, Leonard Felix Hutabarat, said that 
Indonesian spices are in high demand, especially in the Toronto area, Canada. There are 
several obstacles involved in establishing Indonesian spices to Canada, such as: (1) the inability 
of Indonesia's Small and Medium Enterprise to acquire international certifications and export 
large amounts of items, which results in stagnation of exports of local ingredients, (2) Lack of 
demand over supply, which is frequently not attempted in advance, (3) The high cost of export 
financing due to the difficulty of cooperation with export-import Banks. Also, the 
understanding of Indonesian spices in North America is not well exposed; they are not aware 
of the benefits of spices for the health of their bodies.  

For example, a local Indonesian restaurant in Canada has been unable to keep up with 
fusion, especially since the number of Indonesians in the North is not much higher compared 
to Vietnam, Thailand & the Philippines, which have quickly introduced their local cuisine and 
have been well received by Canadians. Mainly because the raw materials for local Indonesian 



322 | International Forum on Spice Route 2023 

dishes are expensive and difficult to obtain, Indonesian spices are less noticeable in northern 
countries. The opportunities that Indonesian people in Canada have to introduce local spices 
need to be adjusted or developed to make dishes that use Indonesian spices acceptable to 
Canadian tastes.  

An active 4th-year student majoring in Nutrition and Food Science from the University 
of Alberta (Canada), Jane, revealed that the existence of local Indonesian food in Canada is 
not as noticeable as Thailand's "Thai Express" which is a Thai fast food brand that is well known 
in Canada. Also, Indonesian cuisine is often sold under the concept of fine dining, which makes 
it less popular and more expensive. Jane also added that the reason why there are not many 
Indonesian restaurants is that there is not much market share, it 'doesn't fit' with the local 
consumer's taste and the lack of "storytelling" about Indonesia's History of Spice Trails, so the 
understanding of spices in traditional Indonesian cuisine is widely recognized. "Indonesian 
definition of delicious is different compared to other countries," this statement is the main 
reason why contemporary perspectives of Indonesian spices in foreign countries still exist, 
even though in a small scope; the important thing is the trade route of local spices is still 
operating. However, the government needs to improve the local spice trade routes to ensure 
that the spice export trade can return to its glory.  

What is the meaning of contemporary in this issue? According to Cambridge Dictionary, 
contemporary (adjective) is an “existing or happening now, and therefore seeming modern”. 
Synonyms with contemporary is modern which refers to “ideas and thoughts as well as 
physical things”, opposite to old-fashioned. Another view of contemporary life is living, acting, 
or happening at the same time, synonyms with “temporary” (adjective) as continuing for a 
time only or “temporarily” (adverb) as continuing for a time only (Collins, 2016). The 
contemporary view of local Indonesian spices in increasing trade routes in this 21st century is 
certainly different from the sea trade routes in the 15th to 17th-centuries around the waters of 
the Archipelago. Rahman Fadly (2019) in a journal titled "The Land of Spices: From the Rise to 
the Fall of the Spices's Glory”, tried to explain that the nickname “Negeri Rempah-Rempah” 
(the Land of Spices) was for Indonesia with its season: from the existence of the Spring of 
Spices, the massive exploration of spices by Europe (Rahman, 2019).  

Therefore, it can be concluded that the spice route owned by Indonesia has its 
advantages, especially in this globalization era. Indonesia is now being highlighted by the 
international market due to the diversity of its spices that many countries desire for. To 
maintain the existence of the spice route, it requires assistance from many sectors that could 
affect it, such as export-import banks, which could be more flexible in providing trade budgets 
for the spice route, as well as in fulfilling international certifications so Indonesia will be able 
to compete in the world culinary realm and dominate the international market, specifically 
focusing on the Canadian markets. The Indonesian mission in the North American Region 
carried out cultural as well as culinary festivals as part of multitrack diplomacy. The Indonesian 
Consulate General in Toronto, Canada, held the Indonesian Street Festival (ISF) regularly in 
the city center of Toronto, as one of Indonesian Gastrodiplomacy undertakings. These kinds 
of activities will lead to Indonesian economic diplomacy not only in Canada, but also in the 
American continent (Hutabarat, 2018).  

The Cultural Exchange Along the Spice Route: The Role of Culinary Traditions  

The spice trade has long been a crucial driver of cultural exchange and globalization, with the 
exchange of spices and other culinary ingredients playing a central role in this process. 
Traditionally, the flow of spices, from the East to the West, was facilitated by Arab merchants 
who controlled the vast desert trade routes connecting Asia to Europe. However, as demands 
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for spices and spice products have increased, traditional trading methods have been 
disrupted, necessitating greater cooperation between traders, researchers, and nations to 
meet the needs of the future.  

The introduction of spices to new regions, and their subsequent integration into local 
cuisines, has had a profound impact on the culinary landscape worldwide. As noted, spices 
can impart aroma, color, and taste to food preparations, and can even mask undesirable 
odors, making them a valuable addition to many dishes (Office, 2006). Moreover, the 
antioxidant properties of certain spices, such as their impact on the oxidative modification of 
low-density lipoprotein cholesterol, have garnered increased scientific interest (Office, 2006).  

The global spice market has been growing steadily in recent years, with an annual 
growth rate of 5% and an expected value exceeding $10 billion by 2020 (Silvis et al., 2019). 
This growth has been driven in part by a shift away from artificial flavours and a renewed 
interest in natural compounds (Silvis et al., 2019). The use of spices and herbs is also seen as 
a potential intervention for reducing salt intake in human diets, further contributing to their 
growing popularity (Silvis et al., 2019).  

In addition to their culinary and health benefits, spices have also played a significant 
role in the development of traditional medicinal practices. Herbs and spices have been used 
for centuries to cure various ailments, and recent studies have focused on the biological 
activities and chemical structures of their active compounds (Prince & Singh, 2020).  

The role of Indonesia's spice in world trade and cultural exchange  

Indonesia, located at the heart of the historic spice trade routes, has long been a significant 
player in the global spice market. The country's diverse climate and geography have enabled 
the cultivation of a wide range of spices, including ginger, lemongrass, and turmeric (Prince & 
Singh, 2020).  

These spices, and the culinary traditions associated with them, have played a crucial 
role in shaping the cultural exchange along the spice routes. As the trade of Indonesian spices 
expanded, the exchange of culinary knowledge and techniques also facilitated the spread of 
unique flavors and cooking methods to new regions (Box, 1989).  

This cultural exchange has resulted in the integration of Indonesian spices into the 
cuisines of many countries, contributing to the diversification and richness of global culinary 
traditions. The unique flavors and preparation methods associated with Indonesian spices 
have become an integral part of the culinary heritage of many nations, further highlighting the 
significant role of the spice trade in promoting cultural exchange and globalization.  

The history of spice route in cultural assimilation  

The spice trade routes, which connected Asia to Europe, facilitated the exchange of not only 
spices but also ideas, technologies, and cultural practices. The history of the spice trade routes 
with Indonesia at the heart of this network facilitated the exchange of not only spices but also 
ideas, technologies, and cultural practices between Asia and Europe. The transmission of 
exotic cuisines, such as curry, from South Asia to Southeast Asia during the Iron Age, provides 
evidence of the cultural exchange that occurred along these trade routes.  

Archaeological evidence has also revealed the presence of spices, such as black pepper, 
mustard, clove, nutmeg, and cardamom, in South Asia during this period, indicating the 
widespread use of these ingredients in local cuisines (Wang et al., 2023). The integration of 
these spices into the culinary traditions of various regions has had a lasting impact on global 
food culture.  
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The development of Indonesian cuisine, in particular, has been greatly influenced by the 
influx of foreign culinary traditions brought by migrants and traders (Santosa & Irawan, 2023). 
This process of acculturation has resulted in a rich and diverse food culture that blends 
traditional Indonesian ingredients and techniques with those of India, China, and Europe.The 
spice trade has played a crucial role in shaping the culinary and cultural landscape of the world, 
with the exchange of spices and other ingredients facilitating the integration of diverse 
culinary traditions. As the global demand for spices continues to grow, it is important to 
recognize the historical significance of this trade and the cultural exchange it has fostered, and 
the cultural exchange it has fostered, which was greatly enabled by the socioeconomic 
conditions of the spice route era. The control of these valuable trade routes by merchants and 
empires created economic prosperity and social opportunities that further drove the 
integration of diverse culinary traditions across regions.  

Conclusion  

The contemporary perspective on the spice routes can be concluded by looking at the loss of 
the hustle and bustle of the 15th-century spice trade in Indonesian ports, where nowadays the 
digital system of direct sales allows producers to sell directly to consumers without a third 
party (traders from India, China, the Netherlands, etc.). Trade volume in the North Globe 
Market can be increased up to threefold with internal improvements within the country, such 
as conducting international certification, creating a collection center for superior products, 
long-term loan policies, and promoting food through the story of the Spice Route that can 
increase tourism interest to Indonesia. Indonesian gastrodiplomacy has been carried out as 
part of economic diplomacy as well as multi track diplomacy overseas. Until now, the 
Archipelago heavily relies on the spice route for paving the access for Indonesia’s traditional 
cuisine into the international market. Even today, the spice route continues to be discussed 
and still exists. Nevertheless, there are still many things to improve to ensure that Indonesia's 
traditional cuisine and spice routes can dominate the international market, especially in the 
northern hemisphere market.       
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