
Abstract 

The year 2025 marks one thousand years since Rajendra Chola I’s well-known but still insufficiently 
contextualized conquest of Kadaram. Although the episode has long been celebrated in South and South-
east Asian history, it remains only partially integrated into broader discussions of Indian Ocean dynam-
ics, medieval global commerce, and the shifting political structures of the eleventh century. This article 
revisits the 1025 CE campaign by bringing together insights from epigraphy, maritime archaeology, 
Southeast Asian narrative traditions, and comparative historiography. By situating Chola administrative 
organization, naval capability, and long-distance commercial networks alongside the political fragmenta-
tion and trading strength of Srivijaya, this study places the Kadaram expedition within the evolving geo-
politics of early medieval Asia. The central argument is that Rajendra’s campaign was more than a dis-
play of naval power-it contributed to a fundamental reordering of maritime influence and produced en-
during cultural, economic, and diplomatic consequences. From a multidisciplinary standpoint, this paper 
explores the Kadaram expedition as a turning point in the growth of Indian Ocean connectivity, illumi-
nating broader patterns of state-building, imperial ambition, and long-distance maritime interaction a 
millennium ago. 

Introduction 

Rajendra Chola I’s eleventh-century expedition to Kadaram is often remembered as a bold demonstra-
tion of Chola naval supremacy. Yet modern scholarship increasingly suggests that its significance ex-
tends well beyond a single military encounter. During this period, the Indian Ocean formed a vibrant 
web of trade and cultural exchange, linking the Coromandel Coast with Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia, Chi-
na, and the western Indian Ocean. Ports were not merely commercial stations-they were political centers 
where religious ideas, merchant guilds, and artistic traditions circulated alongside valuable commodities. 

The Chola state, emerging from Tamil Nadu, became one of the most influential maritime-oriented pow-
ers in this network. Rajaraja I and his successor Rajendra I strengthened port infrastructure, encouraged 
merchant guild activity, and used naval power to secure commercial routes. At the same time, Srivijaya-
based in Sumatra with influence over the Malay Peninsula-controlled the strategic passages of the Straits 
of Malacca and acted as a gatekeeper in regional trade, especially in its interactions with China. 
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Seen in this light, the Kadaram campaign was not 
an isolated strike but a confrontation between two 
major maritime systems with overlapping spheres 
of influence. Tamil inscriptions such as the Than-
javur inscriptions, Tiruvalangadu plates, and the 
Leyden Grants offer detailed accounts of Rajen-
dra’s attacks on Srivijayan ports and his victory 
over Kadaram and its ruler, Sangrama Vija-
yottungavarman. Yet these records tell only part of 
the story. Malay chronicles and Southeast Asian 
historical traditions reveal a more intricate politi-
cal landscape-one shaped by fluctuating alliances, 
rival ports, and competing claims to authority. 

Reassessing the Kadaram campaign in its millen-
nial year allows us to look beyond conventional 
military narratives and explore how the expedition 
reshaped maritime structures, commercial relation-
ships, cultural exchanges, and diplomatic interac-
tions across the Bay of Bengal. This article there-
fore approaches the episode as a defining moment 
in the long history of the Indian Ocean world. 

Literature Review 

The academic tradition surrounding the Chola Em-
pire and the Kadaram campaign has undergone a 
notable evolution. Early scholarship, particularly 
the work of K. A. Nilakanta Sastri in The CōĻas, 
relied heavily on epigraphy to craft a coherent nar-
rative of Chola expansion. Sastri’s interpretation-
casting the Kadaram conquest as a straightforward 
military victory-dominated the mid-twentieth-
century understanding. 

As Southeast Asian studies matured, scholars such 
as O. W. Wolters and Hermann Kulke reinterpret-
ed Srivijaya through the mandala model, empha-
sizing its decentralized and fluid structure. Pierre-
Yves Manguin’s maritime archaeological research 
further highlighted the cultural variety and inter-
connectedness of Southeast Asian ports, where 
Tamil merchant guilds often coexisted with local 
political entities. This body of research questioned 
the older view of Srivijaya as a rigid empire de-
feated by a single Chola strike. 

Parallel developments in Indian Ocean history, 
especially the work of Kenneth R. Hall and 
Himanshu Prabha Ray, stressed the deep-rooted 
maritime orientation of the Chola state. According 
to these scholars, the Cholas were not episodic sea

-farers but consistent participants in a long-term 
shift toward maritime-based state formation. 

Recent debates build on these perspectives. Some 
historians argue that the Chola campaign targeted 
specific political rivals within Srivijaya, rather 
than dismantling the entire polity. Others propose 
that the campaign consisted of multiple coordinat-
ed naval actions. The persistence of Srivijayan 
diplomatic missions to China after 1025 further 
complicates the idea of a total collapse. 

Taken together, the literature indicates the need for 
a transregional, integrative approach. This article 
contributes to that effort by weaving together 
South Asian, Southeast Asian, and Indian Ocean 
perspectives. 

Methodology and Sources 

This study adopts a multidisciplinary method that 
draws on epigraphy, textual analysis, maritime 
archaeology, and comparative historiography. Pri-
mary data come from major Chola inscriptions-
most notably the Thanjavur inscriptions of Rajen-
dra I, the Tiruvalangadu copper plates, the Leyden 
Grants, and the South Indian Inscriptions (SII) 
volumes. These records help reconstruct the se-
quence and scope of the campaign. 

To balance the epigraphic narrative, the study in-
corporates Southeast Asian materials: the Sejarah 
Melayu, Chinese diplomatic records, and archaeo-
logical findings from sites such as Kedah and the 
Bujang Valley. These sources offer a more tex-
tured view of Srivijaya’s political structure and its 
regional interactions. 

Maritime archaeological evidence from ports like 
Nagapattinam, Kaveripattinam, and Mamallapu-
ram provides insight into shipbuilding, trade, and 
harbor organization on the Tamil coast. Excava-
tions in Southeast Asia supply parallel perspec-
tives on commerce and religious landscapes. 

Secondary sources include major works on Chola 
history, Srivijaya, and Indian Ocean trade. Com-
parative approaches-mapping, linguistic analysis, 
and naval terminology-help integrate these diverse 
threads into a coherent historical interpretation. 

Historical Background: The Chola 

Empire 
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The rise of the Cholas from the ninth century on-
ward marked a key transformation in South Indian 
history. Building on earlier Pallava administrative 
practices, the Cholas enhanced revenue systems, 
village governance, and military organization. Ra-
jaraja I’s reign (985-1014 CE) brought territorial 
consolidation and grand temple foundations, most 
notably the Brihadisvara Temple at Thanjavur. 

Rajendra I continued these administrative reforms 
while expanding Chola influence across the sub-
continent. Local assemblies-ur and sabha-played a 
central role in water management, temple finance, 
and local judiciary functions, creating an efficient 
link between grassroots administration and royal 
authority. 

Economically, the Coromandel Coast prospered 
through textile production, rice cultivation, and the 
activities of merchant guilds such as the Ayyavole 
500 and Manigramam. These guilds maintained 
trans regional connections stretching from South 
India to Southeast Asia and China. 

By the eleventh century, the Cholas commanded a 
hybrid form of power-rooted in agrarian surplus 
but increasingly oriented toward maritime ven-
tures. Rajendra’s campaigns across Sri Lanka, the 
western coast of India, and eventually Srivijaya 
reflected this dual orientation. 

The Srivijaya Polity and the Indian 

Ocean Context 

Srivijaya, with its core at Palembang in Sumatra, 
stood as one of Southeast Asia’s most influential 
maritime polities. Rather than a tightly centralized 
empire, Srivijaya functioned as a mandala-style 
network whose authority was anchored in trade 
routes, religious patronage, and control over key 
sea passages like the Straits of Malacca and Sun-
da. 

Chinese Song dynasty sources attest to Srivijaya’s 
prominence in diplomacy and commerce. Tamil 
merchant guilds operated within Srivijayan-
connected ports, reflecting deep commercial ties 
between the two regions. 

By the eleventh century, however, this network 
faced internal strains—rival ports, fluctuating alli-
ances, and possible dynastic transitions. Kadaram 
and other peninsula ports appear to have possessed 

considerable local autonomy, complicating notions 
of a unified Srivijayan state. 

These tensions, combined with the Cholas’ ex-
panding maritime interests, laid the groundwork 
for conflict. 

The Kadaram Campaign (1025 CE) 

Tamil inscriptions describe the Kadaram campaign 
in vivid detail, claiming a series of successful at-
tacks on Srivijayan-held ports, culminating in the 
capture of Kadaram and the symbolic defeat of its 
ruler, Sangrama Vijayottungavarman. The cam-
paign likely unfolded as a coordinated sequence of 
naval strikes, rather than a single battle. 

Chola fleets, departing from ports like Nagapat-
tinam, would have relied on monsoon winds to 
cross the Bay of Bengal. Transporting soldiers, 
provisions, and possibly horses over such distanc-
es required significant logistical planning and na-
val discipline. 

The motivations behind the campaign remain de-
bated. Some scholars suggest tensions involving 
Tamil merchant guilds; others emphasize the de-
sire to break Srivijaya’s control over the Straits of 
Malacca and secure more direct access to China. 
Still others view the expedition as part of a broad-
er diplomatic strategy-one supported by subse-
quent Chola embassies to the Song court. 

Whatever the precise cause, the outcome marked a 
moment of exceptional Indian naval projection, 
reshaping the power balance across maritime 
Southeast Asia. 

Maritime Technology, Shipbuild-

ing, and Naval Strategy 

Understanding the success of the expedition re-
quires attention to Chola maritime capabilities. 
The Coromandel Coast had long been a center of 
shipbuilding, using stitched-plank construction 
and sails adapted to monsoon navigation. Naviga-
tional expertise-based on winds, currents, stars, 
and coastal markers-enabled sustained long-
distance voyages. 

The Chola navy seems to have deployed a mix of 
troop carriers, supply vessels, and support ships. 
Their strategy emphasized swift movement and 
targeted coastal attacks, aiming to disrupt authori-
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ty rather than occupy territory. 

This military sophistication challenges outdated 
assumptions that medieval South Asian warfare 
was predominantly land-based. The Kadaram cam-
paign instead showcases a well-coordinated mari-
time military system. 

Cultural, Economic, and Diplomat-

ic Impact 

The effects of the Kadaram expedition extended 
into cultural, economic, and diplomatic spheres. 
Tamil merchant guilds expanded their presence 
across Southeast Asia, leaving inscriptions in re-
gions as diverse as Java, Sumatra, Thailand, and 
Myanmar. Artistic influences also travelled-Tamil 
bronze-casting techniques, for example, found par-
allels in Southeast Asian religious art. 

Economically, weakening Srivijaya’s hold on the 
Straits of Malacca opened new opportunities for 
direct South India-China trade. Guild networks 
grew stronger, leading to heightened activity in 
various Southeast Asian ports. 

On the diplomatic front, the Cholas emerged as 
recognized participants in larger trans regional 
exchanges. Their embassies to China underscored 
their importance in Asian diplomacy. Meanwhile, 
Southeast Asian polities adapted to the altered 
maritime landscape by reshaping their political 
alliances and port administration. 

Historiographical Reinterpreta-

tions and Debates 

Over time, interpretations of the Kadaram cam-
paign have shifted considerably. Indian nationalist 
scholars once celebrated it mainly as proof of 
Tamil naval glory. Later Southeast Asian scholar-
ship questioned this celebratory narrative, pointing 
to Srivijaya’s resilience after 1025. Maritime ar-
chaeologists emphasize regional diversity among 
Southeast Asian ports, suggesting that the Chola 
attacks affected each area differently. Current 
global Indian Ocean scholarship situates the cam-
paign within broader patterns of maritime ex-
change and state-building. 

These debates reveal that the Kadaram expedition 
was shaped by multiple layers of motivation-
commercial, political, and diplomatic. 

Conclusion 

A thousand years after the event, Rajendra Chola’s 
campaign to Kadaram stands out as a defining mo-
ment in the history of the Indian Ocean. Far from 
being a simple military conquest, it involved a 
complex interplay of imperial ambition, commer-
cial strategy, naval innovation, and cultural ex-
change. The expedition altered power structures 
across the Bay of Bengal, encouraged new patterns 
of trade and diplomacy, and deepened connections 
between South and Southeast Asia. 

Revisiting the Kadaram campaign with a global 
historical lens enables a richer understanding of 
both Chola imperial dynamics and the wider pro-
cesses of maritime globalization that shaped the 
medieval world. 
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