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Today western mainland Southeast Asia, the region known as Burma, is a collection of valleys suitable for rice agriculture that faces the 

Indian subcontinent to the west and serves as a transition zone. But the overall topography, with sharp north-south ranges, is more 

amenable to migration over the latitudes than across the longitudes. Modern Burmese are clearly a people of the east, shielding from 

expansion out of South Asia by the Bay of Bengal and the rugged Arakan mountains in the west and sheltered by the Shan highlands to the 

east. The most deeply indigenous people of the region were the ancestors of the Andaman Islanders to the south, but by 4,000 years ago 

they seem to have been assimilated by East Asia rice farmers pushing out from the north. These ancient Burmans were distantly related to  

similar expansion into Asia’s heart, that of the Tibetan peoples, pointing to the deep connections between tropical Southeast Asia and Inner 

Asia in terms of ethnolinguistics.



The frontier location of the Burman lowlands also means that after the initial settlement of an East Asia rice-farming population related to 

the Han Chinese 4,000 years ago, migration percolated across the mountains from the Indian subcontinent, while the second wave of rice-

farmers from the highlands of southern China also impacted the region 2,000 years ago. But while the lowlands of Thailand to the east were 

ethno linguistically transformed, in Burma, the native people retained their integrity, and the newcomers were relegated to highland 

enclaves or pushed further west, into the Indian subcontinent like the Ahoms.
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