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This research advances border studies by revealing how ethnographic practices shaped state formation
in Southeast Asia. It highlights the political use of identity in mapping and offers insights into
how local agency contested colonial and national authority.

This research revealed that the Burma;Thailand border was shaped not merely
by imperial fiat, but through negotiations deeply embedded in ethnographic classification and field
encounters. British and Siamese surveyors used inconsistent and often politicized ethnic categories
to map and legitimize territorial claims, effectively “ placing” certain groups on one side of the
border to serve strategic goals. Rather than creating a clear boundary, this process produced zones
of ambiguity where identity and sovereignty overlapped. The study demonstrates that ethnic
classification was not just a tool of governance but a dynamic force that influenced the very
contours of the state. These findings challenge conventional, top-down accounts of border formation
bK showing how local knowledge, political interest, and ethnographic practice worked together to
shape territorial order in mainland Southeast Asia, offering new insights into the co-production of
identity, space, and sovereignty.
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Territoria disputes around the world have remained athreat to peace and security. InAsia,
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 clams of multiple states in maritime territories. The
concept of sovereign territory has remained contested partly because it is arather recent
invention. It has aremarkably short history even among well-established statesin Europe.
M apping 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. 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.

The centra 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 arolein 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 amodel to study how modern territorial boundaries
were made around the world. Second, the originality of this research is its
interdisciplinary approach to study all aspects of border demarcation. It will incorporate
various disciplines as away to study the border conflicts: history, international relations,



geography and anthropology. To do so, this project will build a long-term international
team of researchers for future collaboration in studying territorial 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 territorial dispute between
Thailand and Cambodia. | have reviewed many archival documents and the latest literature,
worked on the conceptualization of “sovereign territory,” and published the findings. In
Thailand, the territorial 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.

Thisresearch project would be part of the current trend on borders and conflicts. The work
of Dominic Watt and Carmen Llamas on Language, Borders and | dentity (2014) examines
how language is used to construct borders and to indicate on which side of border speakers
Situate themselves. It a so takes amulti-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 arole 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 trends in 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.

Thisresearch revea ed that the Burma-Thail and border was shaped not merely by imperial
fiat, but through negotiations deeply embedded in ethnographic classification and field
encounters. British and Siamese surveyors used inconsistent and often politicized ethnic
categories to map and legitimize territorial claims, effectively “placing” certain groups
on one side of the border to serve strategic goals. Rather than creating a clear boundary,
this process produced zones of ambiguity where identity and sovereignty overlapped. The
study demonstrates that ethnic classification was not just a tool of governance but a
dynamic force that influenced the very contours of the state. These findings challenge



conventional, top-down accounts of border formation by showing how local knowledge,
political interest, and ethnographic practice worked together to shape territorial order in

mainland Southeast Asia, offering new insights into the co-production of identity, space,
and sovereignty.
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This research revealed that the Burma&#8211;Thailand border was shaped not merely by imperial fiat, but through negotiations deeply embedded in
ethnographic classification and field encounters. British and Siamese surveyors used inconsistent and often politicized ethnic categories to map
and legitimize territorial claims, effectively “ placing” certain groups on one side of the border to serve strategic goals. Rather than
creating a clear boundary, this process produced zones of ambiguity where identity and sovereignty overlapped. The study demonstrates that ethnic
classification was not just a tool of governance but a dynamic force that influenced the very contours of the state. These findings challenge
conventional, top-down accounts of border formation by showing how local knowledge, political interest, and ethnographic practice worked together
to shape territorial order in mainland Southeast Asia, offering new insights into the co-production of identity, space, and sovereignty.
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