
CHAPTER II 

SOUTHEAST ASIA DIVERSITY AND TRADITIONAL MEDICINE 

 

Southeast Asia is world famous for the diversity of its geography, people, 

ethnic, language, religion and environment. The location of where they live, the 

settled and unsettled populations, the diverse ethnicities, the spoken languages, 

the adopted religion and the different physical environments are interconnected 

with one another. For example, religion of people in Southeast Asia is influenced 

by the geography or location where the communities live and Southeast Asia is 

dominated by rural communities which live in extreme geographic location and 

depend on the wildlife for their survival, such as for income and mostly for 

consumption as food and ingredients in traditional medicines.     

A. Southeast Asia Diversity  

 

1. Geography 

Southeast Asia, region of Asia bounded roughly by the Indian subcontinent on 

the west, China on the north, and the Pacific Ocean on the east. It’s generally 

divided into “mainland” and “island” zones. The mainland (Burma, Thailand, 

Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam) is actually an extension of the Asian continent. 

Island or maritime Southeast Asia includes Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, 

Philippines, Brunei and East Timor (Figure 2.1). 



Southeast Asia stretches about 4,000 miles on the boundary of the biggest 

(roughly from northwest to southeast) and covers some 5,000,000 square miles 

(13,000,000 square kilometers) of land and sea, of which approximately 1.736 

million square miles of land. Hkakabo mountain in northern Myanmar which 

bordering with China, at 19 295 feet (5881 meters), is the highest peak of 

Southeast Asia's mainland.  

Although the modern countries of the region are sometimes regarded as small, 

they, with the exception of Singapore and Brunei-are relatively large. Indonesia, 

for example, is more than 3,000 miles from west to east (beyond the east-west 

boundary of the continental United States) and more than 1,000 miles from north 

to south; Laos’s area is only slightly smaller than the UK; and Myanmar is much 

greater than France (Leinbach, 2009). 

Figure 2. 1 Southeast Asia Map 

Source: http://archive.artsmia.org/art-of-asia/history/images/maps/se-asia-

large.gif 

http://archive.artsmia.org/art-of-asia/history/images/maps/se-asia-large.gif
http://archive.artsmia.org/art-of-asia/history/images/maps/se-asia-large.gif


All of Southeast Asia is in the tropical and subtropical climatic zones, also 

many of it receives sizable annual rainfall. It corresponds to an extensive and 

regular monsoonal weather system (such as every six months, the prevailing 

winds reverse their direction) which is marked by wet and dry periods in most of 

the region. This monsoon winds blow regularly from northwest and then reverse 

to blow from the southwest. These wind systems produce rainy seasons which can 

be predicted and made traders from outside the region to come and leave at 

regular times (Asienreisender, 2013). Then Southeast Asia became a meeting 

place for trade between India and China, the two great markets in Asia. Because 

the reliable wind patterns and also many sea and forest products were unique in 

the region, it was highly desirable by international traders in early times. For 

example, several small islands in eastern Indonesia were once the world's only 

source of cloves, nutmeg and mace. 

The monsoonal winds shape the trading patterns in the southern seas. Ship 

travel northeast in summer and southwest in winter. In the time between seasons, 

while waiting for the winds to reverse or shift, traders harbor their ships in 

Southeast Asian ports, which is an International trade network linked among 

India, Southeast Asia and China to East Africa and the Middle East (Tobin, p. 

398). 

Southeast Asia’s landscape is characterized by three associated physical 

elements: mountain ranges, plains and plateaus, and water in the form of both 

shallow seas and extensive drainage systems. Of these, the rivers perhaps have 

been the greatest historical and cultural significance, for waterways have 



decisively shaped forms of settlement and agriculture, determine fundamental 

political and economic patterns, and help define the nature of Southeast Asians’ 

worldview and distinctive cultural syncretism. It also has been the great 

importance that Southeast Asia, which is the most easily accessible tropical region 

in the world, located strategically astride the sea passage between East Asia and 

the Middle Eastern–Mediterranean world.  

2. The People 

By the late 20th century, there was an extraordinary multiplication of 

population out of thirty billion to approaching a half billion, or about one-twelfth 

of the world’s total. This population, however, was unevenly distributed within 

the region. By far the country with the largest population was Indonesia, with 

about two-fifths of the regional total; in contrast, Brunei’s population was only a 

tiny fraction of that. Nearly half of the regional population was accounted for by 

the mainland states, with Vietnam and Thailand being the most populous (Jones, 

2013, p. 5). 

Settlement patterns in Southeast Asia are shaped by access to sea and rivers. 

Therefore, population is heavily clustered in fertile river valleys and especially in 

delta areas, such as those of the Mekong and Irrawaddy rivers. A delta is an area 

of land in which a river divides into smaller rivers and empties into a larger body 

of water. Fishing is one of the main means of livelihood and exchange and trade 

through water are also the major features of most societies across the region. 

Transportation of people and goods usually face difficulties made by tortuous 

river (Hirschman, 2012, p. 3). 



Southeast Asia is dominated by rural area: three-fourths of the people live in 

non-urban areas. Settlement patterns in rural areas tend to be related with 

agricultural practices. Common thing in some parts of the region which still exist 

is shifting cultivation (notably the remote interior areas of Myanmar, Vietnam, 

and the island of Borneo), although the amount of land which used gradually 

dwindling. The village often functions collectively as the unit of settlement and 

typically it moves from time to time. But the main agricultural plant of Southeast 

Asia is rice, which is grown in dry field and in rain-fed or irrigated fields. Since 

wet rice is grown in irrigated fields, it is a more productive plant than dry rice and 

made rural grouping in agriculture well developed.   

While Southeast Asia urbanization levels are vary widely. For example, in 

developed countries (above 65 percent), they have higher levels of urbanization 

rather than in developing countries (below 34 percent) (ISEAS, 2010, pp. 1-2). 

Rural communities continue to be attracted by the promise of better employment 

and other opportunities in urban areas, but for many local migrants the informal 

(undocumented) economic sector in the big cities is the only hope for some kind 

of employment. 

3. Ethnic  

Southeast Asia's population covers a wide variety of ethnic groups and 

cultures. This diversity is related to its position as a focus point of unified line for 

land and sea trade routes. Then community placements from Southeast Asia took 

place through various migrations towards south. The people who arrived are from 

Asian continent. Therefore these communities absorbed into larger trading 



networks that create a sense of identity among people who shared a common 

language and culture, also the continuous movement by these initial settlers create 

complex ethnic patterns (Hirschman, 2012, p. 4) 

Plateau and mountainous areas which is out of range from big cities or 

identified as remote areas. These areas are generally inhabited by ethnic 

minorities that are rarely integrated in the national language. Besides the local and 

indigenous minority groups, mostly Southeast Asian countries are also home to 

many immigrant minorities, most of them are the population of Chinese descent. 

Chinese immigrants are generally blended with local populations and often 

adopting the local languages and culture (Reid, 2001). 

In modern era, the Burman is more than two-thirds of the ethnic stock of 

Myanmar, while ethnic Thais and Vietnamese are about four-fifths of the 

respective populations of those countries. Indonesia is dominated by the Javanese 

and Sundanese ethnic groups, while Malaysia is more divided equally between the 

Malays and the Chinese. Within the Philippines, groups such as the Tagalog, 

Cebuano, Ilocano, and Bicol are dominant. 

4. Language 

In this region the languages are rooted in five major language families: Mon-

Khmer, Tibeto-Burman, Tai, Austronesian and Hmong-Mien. Mon-Khmer is 

found largely in east of the Southeast Asia mainland, while in the center is Tai 

spoke, in the west is Tibeto-Burman spoken and in the Southeast Asian island is 

Austronesian spoken (Goddard, 2005). Therefore it made Southeast Asia is a 



region with highly complex language patterns and apart of this generalization, 

something could be noted that countless separate languages as well as dialects are 

used in the region, such as on plateau and remote areas in Indonesia and 

Philippines. 

Most of the nations have the dominant languages. Burmese and Thai are 

spoken by large groups of people respectively in Myanmar and Thailand. 

Identically, Khmer is the primary language in Cambodia, as well as Vietnamese in 

Vietnam. In the Philippines are Pilipino (Filipino) and English spoken, English 

become the official language, but Tagalog and Visayan also are the important. 

Malay and Indonesian are respectively the official language of Malaysia and 

Indonesia where these languages are looks alike and are mutually understandable. 

One of a good example of a true national language is Indonesian which spoken 

widely across the archipelago. Contrary in Myanmar, language actually has been a 

unifying element in their nation. 

Immigrant populations also introduced some languages into the region. 

Probably most significant are the variety of dialects spoken by the Chinese 

communities in many Southeast Asian countries. The dialects which most 

commonly used are Cantonese, Hakka, and Teochew, reflecting many of the 

immigrants with the origin from the southern Chinese coastal. The largest region 

which contents with Chinese speakers is in Singapore, where they constitute the 

majority population and ethnic Chinese also live in most of urban areas of the 

region (Reid, 2001). 



5. Religion 

Buddhism, Islam, Christianity and Hinduism are religion practiced within 

Southeast Asia. Buddhism, especially which more orthodox is Theravada form, 

dominates the religious pattern of most of the mainland of Southeast Asia (Burma, 

Thailand, Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam), only Mahayana which more liberal and 

common of Buddhism is practiced in northern Vietnam. Islam is predominant in 

the southern half of the Malay Peninsula, the Malay Archipelago, and the southern 

Philippines. Indonesia is the large Muslim population which some two-fifths of 

Southeast Asian.  The spread of religion began in the early 14th century through 

contact with Muslim traders in northern Sumatra. Probably different with other 

religions, Islam has become strong force in binding togetherness of its followers. 

Christianity arrived in the region with the Europeans. The Spanish and Portuguese 

brought Roman Catholicism in the 16th century to the Philippines, and somewhat 

later by the French to southern Vietnam. Hinduism now is practiced by many 

people in the region’s Indian communities. Become the primary faith on the island 

of Bali in Indonesia, central Borneo, northern Laos, and northern Myanmar. 

(Raghav, 2014). 

Many religions have their own systems of belief as well as practice. Religion 

group in plateau area tend to follow religion involving animistic beliefs and 

practices, animistic or animist is an idea which spiritual or supernatural powers 

organize and animate the natural world or material in the universe. Natural 

phenomena such as plants, animal, mountain are considered to have souls or to be 

inhabited by the spirits. Contrary to the region up there, people which living in 



lowland areas, where the majority of Southeast Asians reside, tend to follow to 

one or another of the World Religions, which is the major universal religion such 

as Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, or Christianity. 

Therefore it makes Southeast Asia complex and diverse in religion. Religion, 

beliefs and practices are influenced by the location where the communities lived, 

such as plateau or mountain which kept them apart from one another and as a 

result, they develop its own way of life. Also these religion differences have 

added more variety to the cultural agendas in Southeast Asia region.  

6. Environment 

Almost all of Southeast Asia lies between the tropics, and so there are 

similarities in climate as well as plant and animal life across the region. There are 

some differences in the physical environment of mainland and island Southeast 

Asia.  

The first characteristic of mainland geography is the long rivers that begin in 

the plateau separating Southeast Asia from China and northwest India. Second 

characteristic is the extensive lowland plains separated by wooded hills and 

mountain ranges. The fertile plains in these areas are highly suited to ethnic 

groups which rice-growing minded, such as the Thais, the Burmese, and the 

Vietnamese, who developed settled cultures that eventually provided the basis for 

modern states. The plateau is occupied by tribal group, who displays their sense of 

identity through distinctive styles in clothing, jewelry and hairstyles. Third 

characteristic of Southeast Asia mainland is the long coastline. Although there is a 



strong agrarian base, the communities that developed in these regions were also 

part of the maritime trading network that linked Southeast Asia to India and to 

China (AsiaSociety.org). Usually the inside part of the islands is clad by jungle 

and often be split by plateau, so is it difficult to travel through the land. People 

find it easier to travel through water by boat or ships between different areas.  

B. Southeast Asian and Traditional Medicine 

 

The harvesting of natural resources is basic to the daily of human life. The 

global exchange of wild animals and plants provides us with food, healthcare, 

building materials, decorative objects, clothing, cultural and religious items, and 

pets.  

Food, such as fruits, mushrooms, nuts and leaves is particular important 

resources in sustaining livelihoods in many rural areas. Wild animals contribute at 

least a fifth of the animal protein needs in more than 60 countries. Healthcare, 

everything from herbal remedies becomes the ingredients for industrial 

pharmaceuticals. An estimated 80 % of the world's population is said to rely for 

primary health care on traditional medicines. Clothing, such as leather, furs, 

feather from wild animal beautifies human being in the matter of look and 

fashion. Cultural and religious, many animals and plants use for cultural and 

religious purposes (TRAFFIC). 

In Southeast Asia plant and animal products provide subsistence to rural 

communities with foods, energy, housing material, medicines and income. Many 

of rural and traditional communities depend on hunting as an important source of 



protein in their diets. Often, biologically diverse forest around the areas where 

they live is an intrinsic part of their culture and spiritual life and they depend on it 

for their survival. For many rural people, the income from forest products can be 

substantial and it indicates that forest product income represents a significant 

revenue source. Non timber forest products including wildlife meat can be 

important as a source of income in remotes villages.  

Rural communities use the widest range of hunting methods, including 

modern tools such as air rifles and poor living standards are linked to greater 

hunting desire. This is because hunting is a supplementary source of food. 

Geographic location which extreme and the lack of access to areas where rural 

communities can meet the needs of daily life create a mechanism by which they 

utilize whatever around them including wildlife to survive. 

They hunt the wildlife mostly to be consumed as food or as ingredients in 

traditional medicines (The World Bank, 2005). However, hunting for food and 

using in traditional medicine are two main form of overexploitation. People are 

motivated to consume wildlife for particular reasons, such as for perceived health 

benefits and often by unverified beliefs about the medicinal properties of rare 

plants and animals or their parts and derivatives. 

Traditional Medicine using wildlife products is deeply ingrained and rooted in 

many Southeast Asian cultures, as well as the best known is TCM (Traditional 

Chinese Medicine). In Cambodia, the use of plant and animals in traditional 

medicine is also popular (David, 2008). The medicinal purpose, body parts used 



and animal species traded and used in traditional medicine in Vietnam is common 

(Van, 2008). Traditional medicine is widely used and perceived as an effective 

healthcare by a fairly large proportion of Lao people (Sydara, 2005).  

1. Tiger and traditional medicine 

Although tigers originally lived across Asia, from Turkey to the eastern coast 

of Russia, their range has now dwindled to around a dozen countries in East and 

South Asia, and as few thousand tigers perhaps left in the wild (Figure 2.2). Their 

decline is the result of the use of Tiger skins, bones, teeth and claws in traditional 

medicine. 

 

Figure 2. 2 Global Wild Tiger Population 
Source: http://www.raonline.ch/images/edu/bio3/world_tigerstatus2016.gif 

Because the strength and mythical power of Tigers, the use of Tiger parts has 

been included in the traditional Chinese medicine regimen for thousands of years. 

Chinese tradition and cultures believe that tiger has efficacy for health properties 

such as help treat chronic ailments, cure disease and add more the body’s essential 

energy (Figure 2.3). Chinese texts state that active ingredients in tiger bone such 

as calcium and protein can help in healing process and anti-inflammation 

http://www.raonline.ch/images/edu/bio3/world_tigerstatus2016.gif


(Kasnoff).  Medicine regimen is the composition that shows the type and amount 

of drug which given and the frequency in drug therapy. It can be seen that almost 

every part of the tiger is utilized in Chinese medicine. Although, there are eligible 

natural alternatives of traditional Chinese medicines to treat ailments and diseases 

without using tiger parts, but the culture that has been deeply rooted for long time 

ago is hard to inevitable. 

 

Figure 2. 3 Tiger Parts Used in Traditional Medicine 
Source: http://factsanddetails.com/media/2/20080311-

kids_tigercons4_2%20wwf.gif 

In Vietnam, the use of tiger part for healthcare is also popular. Most common 

use of tigers in Vietnam is to make “tiger bone medicine”, that is a form of 

traditional medicine used for the treatment of bone or joint ailments such as 

arthritis. The tiger bones are boiled down until they form substance a glue-like, 

which then dried in blocks a cake-like which grated and are mixed with wine and 

finally consumed (envietnam). Arthritis refers to condition where the joints are 

swollen and stiff that causes pain and inflammation in the joints. Tigers which 

http://factsanddetails.com/media/2/20080311-kids_tigercons4_2%20wwf.gif
http://factsanddetails.com/media/2/20080311-kids_tigercons4_2%20wwf.gif


mainly traded for their bones in order to make traditional medicine are the biggest 

threat to Vietnam’s tigers. 

Tiger parts commonly used in Lao traditional medicine are the teeth which are 

in the form of powder in order to help relieve fever. As well as tiger's gall bladder 

used as part of a mix to treat diabetes (Sydara, 2005). Meanwhile in Cambodia, 

tiger fat is used in treatment for leprosy and rheumatism and hairless skin of tiger 

is used for relief of fever (David, 2008). 

2. Tiger extinction and ecosystem 

Ecosystem or ecological systems are dynamic groups of living organism 

(plants, animals, fungi and microorganism) all interacting each other and with the 

non-living elements of the environment in which they live (air, water, energy, 

climate, soil). They are such as open systems which energy and nutrients are 

constantly moving in and out. Any changes that occur within an ecosystem (such 

as the number of living organisms, temperature, nutrients) will result in changes to 

the nature of the system. Activity such as logging and burn of a forest changes the 

structure of the forest ecosystem. When the trees and root under the plants are 

removed, the nutrients that were stored within them are lost into the soil or air, or 

are washed away by the rain. Animals that relied on the trees and plants to find 

food, water, shelter and space will and have to find new habitat elsewhere. After a 

time of recovery, the ecosystem will become something entirely different perhaps 

a thicket forest or grassland (Povey, 2006). 



Inside an ecosystem, diverse organism and environmental elements play their 

own role. Plants are producers which use light energy from the sun to turn water 

and carbon dioxide into stored energy (such as oxygen) through photosynthesis. 

Animals are consumers which eat the plants or eat other animals which eat the 

plants to get their energy. Also other organism such as bacteria and fungi are 

decomposers which consume and process dead organisms and waste products into 

nutrients that can be reused. These nutrients are then available for the producers 

and the cycle is repeated.  

Hunting and poaching for use in traditional medicines that excessive has 

caused great damage toward ecosystem and driven this animal species to the brink 

of extinction (Greene, 2013). Tiger extinction has been result in to irreversible 

changes in natural ecosystem. The decline of top carnivore from an ecosystem 

may lead to abundance of herbivore species such as deer, which in turn has impact 

on tree regeneration (Sinha). Therefore tigers prevent over-gazing by limiting 

herbivore numbers, and saving tigers is equivalent to conserving the ecosystem. 

The presence of the tiger not only keeps the ecosystem healthy, it is also an 

indicator of how well the ecosystem is going. These ecosystems supply both 

nature and people with fresh water, food, and oxygen. 

Saving tigers means preserving so much more that is essential to life on Earth. 

Tiger is an umbrella species. By protecting them, it means saving everything 

beneath their ecological umbrella - everything connected to them - including the 

world's last great forests, which has carbon storage to mitigate climate change. For 

example, Indonesia's 18 million-acre peat forests, home to the Sumatran tiger, 



contain 36 percent of the world's tropical carbon stores. Therefore protecting 

tigers, means salvaging the carbon storage these forests provide (DiCaprio, 2010). 

However, the declining of tiger population only implies an immediate threat to 

what is remaining of our natural ecosystems. A healthy tiger population thus also 

means protects all that remains of our natural ecosystems.   

Saving Tigers help reduce poverty and improve lives of local communities. 

Where tigers exist, tourists go and where tourists go, money can be made by 

communities as alternatives for income. Tiger conservation projects also help 

provide alternative livelihoods for rural communities that are not only more 

sustainable, but can raise income levels too (worldwildlife.org). Ecotourism 

projects based on the observation of animal species in the wild such as tigers can 

generate enough amounts of money for local communities. Conservation and 

sustainable management of tigers and their habitats means better protection of 

forest and freshwater. As a result, the rural poor who depend on these areas have 

more access to the goods and services they provide. Incomes increase and access 

to freshwater, health, education often also improved. 

Tigers protect genetic diversity. Tigers are an umbrella species. Its 

conservation automatically ensures the conservation of a large number of flora 

and fauna and entire ecosystems. Thus, a properly planned tiger conservation 

program is actually a program to protect and save large number of species. It 

means saving the tigers saving the heritage. Because when tigers extinct, in the 

future, the next generations will only seeing tigers as legends and zoo sightings. 


