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Borderland Society and the Formation of
the Northern Section of the Modern
Sino- Burmese Border (1594-1900)

Rui ZHAO
Department of History

University of British Columbia
Abstract

How the borders of the state were constructed is an important lens
through which to observe the transformation of imperial China into a
modern nation-state. On the northern section of the Sino-Burmese
border, the Chinese empire attempted to control the frontier through
establishing defensive gates. When the empire’s southwestern frontier
shrank and local order became increasingly autonomous, these defensive
gates’ role in border control gradually decreased, yet their role in
delineating the border became stronger. As autonomous social actors,
native officials pledged loyalty to the Chinese empire, but they actively
sought channels to maximize benefits. Hill peoples had always maintained
a high degree of independence and had not been fully controlled by either
China or Burma. Treaties legally demarcated state boundaries, but their
effectiveness in instituting local order remained limited. This study
reveals that while the formation of the northern section of the modern

Sino- Burmese border met the requirements of the modern treaty system,
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it was also constructed through historical processes at the local level by

actors including the empire, native officials, and hill peoples.

Keywords: Sino-Burmese border, local order, border gates, native

officials, hill peoples



