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The project primarily used archival and secondary resources, while carrying
out filed work in multiple countries including China, Myanmar, and India. |1 conducted an extensive
inventory of the secondary literature including the most recent dissertations. In response to the
advancements made by the recent studies, | have sought to (&) broadened the scope of inquiry, (b)
analyze changes within the borderlands, especially in language and religion, and (c) present a
conceptual model under which cases from Asia can ge meaningfully compared. I arrived at a four-fold
model of geopolitical order: zomia, mandala, empire, and nation-state. This four-fold model, |
contend, can capture better the historical trajectories of borderlands in Asia.
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When this project was conceived (back in
2014), there was no substantive study of
the China-Myanmar boundary except one
old monograph published in the early
1960s (The Making of Burma by Dorothy
Woodman 1962). There was, as | wrote in
the proposal, shortage of studies on China’s
borderlands. Whereas borderlands studies
were actively pursued in Southeast Asia
and South Asia, the same could not be said
about East Asia.

The purpose of this research project was to
investigate how the idea of bounded
territory was introduced and negotiated
between Britain and China by examining
the Sino-Myanmar boundary in particular.
It was to understand the process of
encounters and negotiations between the
two powers—the British and the
Qing/China—during the dramatic decades
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
while taking into account interactions with
the locals .

The project primarily used archival and
secondary resources, while carrying out
filed work in multiple countries including
China, Myanmar, and India. I conducted
an extensive inventory of the secondary
literature including the most recent
dissertations. The amount of frontier and
borderland studies turned out to be vast.
The recent surge in world/global history
has resulted in a large amount of new,
historically oriented scholarship on
borderlands. The new approaches are
useful and insightful, drawing attention to
hitherto neglected areas such as
technological and environmental
transformations and suggest better
organizing frames. Covering these recent
studies turned out to be a substantive and
consuming scholarly project.

Understanding the importance of learning
from other scholars, this research project
played a role in organizing a series of
seminars at Kyoto University for its entire
duration. Under the banner of Zomia
Studies Group, the series convened more
than 30 public seminars. Most of these
seminars had to do with the
China-Myanmar borderland, and some of

them directly examined the area (most
notably Magnus Fiskesjo, David Bello, and
Eric Vanden Bussche). This seminar series,
involving hundreds of researchers, has
been a unique achievement.

Archival research

First of all, I am pleased to report that I
was able to digitize an enormous amount of
British archival documents (nearly 36,000
pages). This is a significant achievement in
itself. These documents are extremely
valuable and show the British side of the
story.

The Chinese side of the story, as it has
turned out, has been investigated quite
comprehensively by the pioneering
scholarship of Eric Vanden Bussche, who
wrote his doctoral dissertation on the
history of the Sino-Myanmar boundary at
Stanford University (2014). Bussche’s
dissertation is not publicly available, but
he is going to publish his study as a
monograph in a few years.

The Chinese and British displomatic
correspondence regarding the
Sino-Myanmar boundary are scattered
around the world; most important ones can
be found at First Historical Archive, and
the Archives of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs in Beijing; the Second Historical
Archives in Nanjing. The Archives of the
Institute of modern History at Academia
Sinica; Academia Historica and the
Archives of the Ministry of Defence in
London; the National Archives and the
India Office Record at the British Library;
the Archives Nationales d:Outre-Mer in
Aix-en-Province and the Archives du
Ministere des Affaires Etrangeres in Paris.
The National Archive in Yangon, Myanmar.
Learning that Bussche has visited all these
archives, I realized that it was not my
priority to follow him and visit the same
archives.

Bussche, in his pathbreaking dissertation,
stresses that the British and the Chinese
were not as antagonistic as they are often
considered. Precisely because their
knowledge was so limited, they had to
cooperate. He also points out that they
indeed shared the common objective of
subduing the locals in the borderland.
Bussche thus challenges the view, rather
commonly held today, that the negotiations
between the two powers were full of
intense hostility



Connecting case studies

Realizing that Bussche has already
completed a thorough study, I decided to
add two dimensions to this study.

First, I broadened the scope of inquiry to
include another case study, because the
tendency in the current scholarship was to
produce a series of case studies without
showing how they are connected with each
other. I decided to consider not only the
Sino-Myanmar boundary but also the
Sino-India boundary. This was in fact a
natural extension because in fact the two
processes of boundary demarcation
between Britain and China influenced each
other. In fact, it was because Beijing knew
that the latter (that is, negotiating with
Delhi) would be more difficult, they sought
to end the long-standing disputes with
Rangoon (Yangon) swiftly.

In 2016, I began conducting field work in
Northeast India and studying the
secondary literature. Here again, I quickly
learned that a landmark study had been
completed recently by Bérénice
Guyot-Réchard (2018). Guyot-Réchard
study, however, does not cover well the
19th-century in depth, focusing on the 20th
century. During my archival work, I was
able to uncover some of the cross-border
interactions in the borderland from the
early 19th century. The findings reveal that
because there was no state boundary as
such back then, people (laborers,
merchants, etc.) travelled quite extensively
from Bengal to Yunnan, criss-crossing the
Kachin region. I began presenting these
findings during the second year of this
project.

Second, I sought to shed light on the
dynamics within the borderland in more
localized contexts. The studies by Bussche
and Guyot-Réchard are both very much
focused on international diplomacy. I
thought that I would pay more attention to
how the locals in the borderland reacted to
the border formation, taking advantage of
my fieldwork. This approach would
investigate less overtly political aspects of
the story such as cultural and religious
changes. The spread of Christianity, for
example, in these borderlands is extremely
widespread and intense. And the Christian
missions have been extremely active across
borders. The Christian missionaries
profoundly influenced the ways that
natives reacted to dramatic changes in
modernity. These influences were extensive

and far-reaching. The missionaries, for
instance, created orthography for a series
of tribal peoples in the borderlands. I
studied these changes and made a series of
presentations.

Making presentations, especially abroad,
helped me realize that it was necessary to
have a larger framework, under which
various case studies can be meaningfully
compared. Without a comparative
framework, case studies from non-West
tend to be automatically subsumed either
as exceptions or as variants of the cases
already studied in the West. There is a
strong tendency to overlook non-Western
cases, which tend to be subsumed under
the story of how the Western model spread
to the rest of the world. In the final year of
this project, I was convinced it was
necessary not only to interrogate the
Westphalia historiography but also to
present an alternative model.

Towards comparative borderland histories

In search of an alternative mode, I read the
recent literature in “Border Studies” (or
BS) and made the following assessment.

- BS suffers from persistent Eurocentrism.
- BS is too preoccupied with the
present-day cases of boundary neglecting
history.

- BS lacks comparison and synthesis—
unable to connect a variety of case studies.
To put it bluntly, geography has remained
a strongly Eurocentric discipline because it
has not found a new mission and raison
d’etre in the post-colonial world. The
persistence of the Westphalia myth needs
to be understood as an aspect of this failure.
While this historiography has been subject
to penetrating criticism lately (see, for
example, Kayaoglu 2010), it has survived
well in the discipline of geography (see, for
example, Elden 2009).

How do we overcome Eurocentric
historiography and understand borderland
formations in more global contexts? Here it
is helpful to gain insights from recent
studies in world/global history, especially
those of empires. Comparative studies of
empires such as the recent monography by
Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper show
convincingly that nation-states and what
we today call sovereign territories actually
have a very short history in the world
because in fact empires remained as the
dominant model at least until the mid 20th
century. These insights call for



fundamental rethinking of border studies.
Scholars like Burbank and Cooper
illuminate how empires operated with
difference logic of inclusion and exclusion.
Especially instructive to us today is how
empire maintains ambiguous territories.
While such ambiguous spaces have been
given different names: “middle ground”
(Richard White) “contact zone” (Mary
Louise Pratt), I consider “frontier” to be the
most useful in the final analysis.

The term “frontier” of course carries heavy
burden from controversies in the American
history (that is, the history of the United
States). It is, in the eyes of many historians,
too tainted a word, irreversibly associated
with the popular yet unjustly
one-dimensional narrative, initially
presented by Fredrick Turner. It is worth
reminding ourselves, however, there were
other scholars who presented their own
frontier studies. For our present purpose of
pursuing comparison, it is especially useful
to recall Owen Lattimore and Edmund
Leach, two scholars who worked in Asia
and presented original studies of frontier.

Four-fold model of geopolitical order
Frontier and boundary present two
contrasting models of geopolitical ordering.
This binary framework itself, however, is
not altogether novel. A dualist model of
this sort, juxtaposing zonal frontier and
linear boundary, has been proposed in the
past (for example, by Embree); indeed it
had been already acknowledged by this
research project from the beginning.

A more novel framework, at which I
arrived towards the end of this project,
includes two more concepts: mandala and
zomia. Once these concepts, both coming
from Southeast Asian studies, are
incorporated, the model, I contend, will be
better able to capture the historical
trajectories of territorial ordering in Asia.
Here I present a schematic explanation of
these four geopolitical concepts:

- Zomia:

A space with countless small, autonomous,
territories with relatively clear boundaries;
these territories continuously self-divide in
order to keep the units small.

- Mandala:

A cluster of urban centers and their
ambiguous realms of influence. Multiple
centers create overlapping spheres of
influence.

- Empire:

Hierarchically organized space with wide,
ambiguous borderlands. The territories
shift both in terms of shape and size.
Empires create hierarchical political order
yet at the same time maintain
multinational, multi-religious,
multi-lingual and multi-legal, hybrid
systems, in which belonging is fluidly
realigned.

- Nation-state:

Exclusively organized territory with sharp
boundaries. The members are categorically
divided into insiders (citizens) and
outsiders (non-citizens). The insiders come
to regard themselves as a fate-sharing
community.

Each of these four concepts is familiar to
many scholars, but these have rarely been
discussed together as comparable
categories. My hope is that this four-fold
model of geopolitical ordering will be found
useful.

Lastly, it should be mentioned here that in
the final year I wrote a proposal for a
research project, which would extend and
broaden this project. The proposal has been
approved, and as a result the new project
has already started with a group of other
scholars. The findings from this project,
now over, will be tested and refined in the
new 5-year project.
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