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History plays an important part in defining the concept of sovereignty. Prior to to the arrival of
modern concept of sovereignty, Siam relied on its own idea of Mandala to define boundary. This_
clashed with the Western concept, and thus prolonging the conflict between Thailand and Cambodia.

I investigated how the diplomatic negotiation in 1907, which gave birth to
the Siamese-Franco Treaty in 1907, has over the years sparked border tensions between Thailand and
Cambodia over the Preah Vihear Temple. Despite initially accepting the French concept of bounded
territory, Siam has continued to claim the ownership of the temple based on the traditional order of

statecraft. The inconsistency of Thailand has driven its expansionist desire, backed up by the
historical wounds caused by the supposed loss of territory to France, and eventually to Cambodia.
History wounds have become embedded in today’ s policy towards Cambodia. Whenever relationship
between them becomes strained, the urge to claim back “ lost territory” immediately rises to the
surface. This ﬁattern of conflict, originated in the history of boundary demarcation, is seen
elsewhere in the region.
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Territorial disputes around the world have remained a threat to peace and security. In Asia, this
problem has persisted despite attempts of states and regional organizations to build dispute
settlement mechanisms, from the Thai-Cambodian dispute over the Preah Vihear Temple, the
Senkaku/Diaoyu conflict between Japan and China, to the South China Sea dispute concerning
overlapping claims of multiple states in maritime territories. The concept of sovereign territory
has remained contested partly because it is a rather recent invention. It has a remarkably short
history even among well-established states in Europe. Mapping technology was only
introduced to the world two centuries ago.

Despite numerous studies on boundary demarcation, the detailed accounts of the actual
demarcation process have been limited and mostly focused on the European cases. In the Thai
case, Thongchai Winichakul’s Sam Mapped: A History of the Geo-body of a Nation (1994)
focuses mainly on the historical representation of Siam on maps. But my analysis of
ethnographic missions rather focuses on the historical “practices’ of drawing, representing, and
demarcating the borderline between Siam and Burma. Thailand shares a 2,410-kilometre
borders with Myanmar—the longest of all Thai borders with its neighbors (Figure 1). How
diplomatic decisions were made is a crucial question the proposed research raises because the

actual fieldwork of states involved and the investigation of the border region have rarely been

examined.

Figure1l: The modern-day
Burma-Thailand Boundary

The central objective of this project is to investigate how the ethnographic fieldworks formed

bounded sovereignty between Siam and Burma. Accordingly, | will analyze 1) how the British

and Siamese surveyors/researchers jointly conducted the ethnographic classification; 2) how
the findings of ethnographic classification were used to map the border region; and 3) how
Britain and Siam diplomatically negotiated the demarcation of the border. | will closely
examine how ethno-linguistic factor played arole in determining to which country the people

in the border region belong to. Such a detailed analysis of the colonial, ethnographic practices




will reveal how arbitrarily the current border between the two countries was constructed in a
specific political and historical context.
The scientific significance of this research is that it will assess the significance of the

ethnographic factor in the historical practices of defining political boundaries. The

Siamese-Burmese case will serve as a model to study how modern territorial boundaries were
made around the world. Second, the originality of thisresearch isits interdisciplinary approach

to study all aspects of border demarcation. It will incorporate various disciplines as a way to

study the border conflicts: history, international relations, geography and anthropology. To do
s0, this project will build along-term international team of researchers for future collaboration

in studying territoria conflicts of the present day. Researchers will be invited to research
workshops from Thailand, Myanmar, United Kingdom, United States and Japan.

This project will be partly built upon my current research on the territoria dispute between

Thailand and Cambodia | have reviewed many archiva documents and the latest literature,

worked on the conceptualization of “sovereign territory,” and published the findings. In Thailand,
the territoria dispute with Cambodia has remained in the public’s attention. Given that some parts
of the lengthy Thai-Myanmar borders have not been demarcated, | started developing the idea of
the current research because the study on border demarcation continues to be of interest among
scholars and policymakers dike.

This research project would be part of the current trend on borders and conflicts. The

work of Dominic Watt and Carmen Llamas on Language, Borders and Identity (2014) examines
how language is used to construct borders and to indicate on which side of border speakers
situate themsalves. It aso takes a multi-disciplinary approach by combining sociolinguistic
research with human geography, anthropology and socia psychology. The study by Peter
Rosenberg and Konstanze Jungbluth, Linguistic Construction of Ethnic Borders (2015) focuses
on the linguistic factor that plays a role in the formation of border. It asks: Which linguistic
constructs contribute to the negotiation, establishment and maintenance of ethnic groups and
identities? The book by Thai scholar, Pitch Pongsawat, Border Partial Citizenship, Border Towns,
and Thai-Myanmar Cross-Border Development (2007), raised pertinent questions on the
ethnographic factor in the border demarcation. But the domestic and overseas trendsin literature
tend to conform to a single approach of using the ethnographic factor to explain the border
demarcation. My study offers new scholarship on the significance of ethnic taxonomy and
diplomatic negotiations, which effectively shaped the outcome of territorial delimitation.

My research will elucidate the following three points as a three-year project. First, this research

will study the ethnographic classification—known as “ethnographic taxonomy,” the method

introduced to Siam by the British to categorize groups of people by their ethnicity and
language. Taxonomy is a process of identifying different organisms, classifying them into



categories and naming them. The British employed ethnographic taxonomy to identify which
ethnic groups should belong to Burma, or Siam, mainly based on language, culture and
religion. Britain and Siam set up a “Border Commission” and began the demarcation process
through a series of diplomatic negotiations. They conducted joint field missions three times:
1868, 1889-1896 and 1929-1934. They surveyed the land and maritime territories and
conducted numerous interviews with the local people to map the border region. It proved to be
extremely influential among the Siamese officials who later conducted a nationwide ethnic
classification to determine Siam’s borders with other neighbors. It was a drastic shift in the
concept of sovereignty of Siam—from the traditional Buddhist cosmography order, or
Traiphum (ln524), to the modern bounded territory encompassing multiple minority groups.
Second, | will investigate the role of ethnographic classification in border

demarcation. Following the ethnographic classification, the British and Siamese employed
professiona experts in determining which ethnographic clusters belonged to Burma or Siam.
According to the archival documents, these experts were from different backgrounds, from
anthropologists, historians, state officials, missionaries to trandators. They used mapping
technology to draw the borderline either through the process of inclusion or exclusion. Third,
such process aso involved bilateral diplomatic negotiations. The negotiation opened the door

for the British to exert its influence to claim possession over certain strategic ethnic
communities. It also alowed Siam to negotiate for its claiming over certain ethnic
communities perceived to be an integral part of the kingdom. | will investigate this kind of

diplomatic negotiations which ultimate led to the border demarcation.
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