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The Frontier Regions in China’s Recent
International Politics

GEORGE MOSELEY

THE Western powers and Japan intruded upon China not only
along her Pacific littoral but also across her land frontiers. Accus-
tomed to the idea that the sea itself constituted a barrier,
nineteenth-century China had no real defence against the
maritime powers. Once these powers established themselves along
the coast, however, their naval might could no longer afford them
the absolute supremacy which they had enjoyed at sea. Situated
amidst dense Chinese populations, the treaty ports Were ultimately
doomed by the rise of Chinese nationalism.

Whereas China’s maritime marches constituted an ethnic as
well as a geographic frontier, her land frontiers were indeter-
minate, They had the aspect of a zone rather than of a line, and
this zone was composed of ethnically distinct regions over which
China exercised suzerain, but not sovereign, powers. In approach-
ing these frontiers the Western powers and Japan did not possess

" the same preponderance of arms that they did along the coast,

but penetration was made easier by the fact that the frontier
peoples they encountered were not under direct Chinese ad-
ministration.

Under the Ch’ing empire, the areas inhabited by these frontier
peoples fell into three main categories: vassal states, imperial
dependencies, and native districts. While the Ch’ing court had a
special relationship with each type of frontier region, these

relationships had certain features in common. In each case a

lesser sovereign was recognized by a great sovereign: the emperor
of China invested the local ruler with legitimacy, the investiture
being manifested by a seal of office.

Far from being empty ritual, investiture by the emperor of
China had real political meaning. Prior to the arrival of the
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- Europeans, Chinese power was politically decisive throughout a

large area peripheral to China. Within this frontier region, no rule
was legitimate which did not have imperial sanction. The Ch’ing
empire was capable of deploying armies to put down usurpers, or
to unseat rulers who had become disloyal. An imperial decision
to support one faction or another could determine the outcome
of the struggle which often attended succession to office in these
frontier states. Flaunting of the imperial will by a local ruler
Invited political intrigue between the Ch’ing court and his
political opponents. In arrogating to itself the role of political

arbiter, the Ch’ing dynasty sought to sateguard its own security
by maintaining a tranquil state of affairs on its frontiers.

The rulers in the frontier regions on China’s periphery were
permitted to govern their own people without reference to
Chinese administrative procedures and institutions. This deference
to local customs was in recognition of the fact that, from the
Confucian point of view, these non-Chinese peoples were not
yet prepared to accept the bureaucratic system of government
which prevailed in China Proper. It was expected that, in time,
these frontier peoples would become Chinese by adopting Chinese
ways, at which point Chinese administration—a precious thing
which had to be earned—could be extended to them. It was in
this way that the Chinese state, over a period of several millennia,
had expanded from its original centre in the middle Yellow
River valley, and it was expected that this process would continue.
The administrative autonomy enjoyed by the frontier depen-
dencies of the Ch’ing empire was not inconsistent with the idea
that they were intrinsically part of China. _

Summing up his description of the various parts of the empire,
a prominent Chinese historian has said: ‘Spread out like stars in
the sky, or pieces on a cheéss board, they reached the sea in the
east, Persia in the west, Malaya in the south, and the Hsing-ling
mountains in the north [Siberia], making up a great East Asian
country [fung-ya ta kuo].! All modern governments of China—the
Republican and communist as well as the Ch’ing—have to some
extent held to this position, even though these frontier regions have
had no status in the ‘international’ law of the Western powers. In
her ‘search for a political form’ China has looked for a system of

- ! Hsiao I-shan, CR’ing-tai t'ung-shih (General history of the Ch’ing dynasty)
(Shanghai, 1928), ii. 157.
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government which would take into account the special relation-
ships existing between the Chinese core area and the non-Chinese
parts of the empire—the vassal states, the imperial dependencies,
and the native districts.

Severely shaken as it was by the encroachment of foreign states
In 1ts frontier regions, the Ch’ing dynasty did not seek a new
basis for its relations with its dependencies to take the place of the
Confucian system. On the contrary, it attempted, at first, to fit
its relations with the Western powers into the imperial system.
After 1860, when the Ch’ing court was obliged to recognize these
powers on a basis of equality, it gradually allowed and finally
encouraged Chinese colonization of the frontier regions, in many
cases suppressing the local autonomy which the non-Chinese
peoples in these regions had previously enjoyed. This was a policy
of using Chinese imperialism to counter foreign imperialism; this
same policy was pursued during the period of Republican rule
on the mainland (1911—49). If the Ch’ing dynasty clung to an
outmoded 1deology, this ideology at least had the merit of once
having been effective. The situation under the Republic was
worse. The various strong men who held sway in different parts
of China during this period had no workable intellectual system
to draw upon, for the dominant ideology of the time was national-
Ism, a negative one from the standpoint of frontier affairs. The
1deology which the Chinese communists took over from Stalin,
on the other hand, did provide a systematic theory for the manage-
ment of a2 multi-national empire, and this was one of the reasons
it had appealed to Sun Yat-sen. One element which each of
these periods—late Ch’ing, Republican, and communist—have
In common is the interaction between frontier affairs and foreign
affairs which characterized them all. Only in the.last few years
has a sharp distinction been made between the two.

COMPOSITION OF FRONTIER REGIONS

At the height of Ch’ing power, just as China was coming into
contact with aggressive European imperialism, the dependencies
of the empire consisted of Mongolia, Chinese Turkestan, T'singhai,
and Tibet. Together, these areas comprised China’s northern and
western marches. Imperial relations with the nomadic peoples
who mhabited them were handled by the Li Fan Tiian, or Frontier
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Control Bureau.? The Li Fan Yiian was an administrative office
newly created by the Manchus. It grew out of a Moungol Affairs
Othice (Meng-ku Yamen) which had been set up by the Manchus
betore their entry into China, a fact which indicates the impor-
tance ot the Manchu—-Mongol relationship in this early period.
When relations developed in the seventeenth century between the
Russian and Chinese empires across this same frontier ( fan) they
were also put under the L: Fan Yiian.

For the management of its relations with tributary states, on the
other hand, the Ch’ing court perpetuated an office in use in
Ming (1368-1644) times, that of the Chu K’0 Ssu (Reception
Department) in the Board of Ceremonies (L: Pu), and Ch’ing
relations with the European maritime powers were initially
entrusted to this same office.® The principal tributary states of the
Chinese empire at the time of the Opium war were Korea, the
Ryukyu Islands, Annam, Burma, and Siam. With the exception
of the Ryukyu Islands and Siam, the tribute missions from these
states travelled overland to China.

The institution of £’u-ssu (native chiefs) inherited by the Ch’ing
was a creation of the Mongols, who were also responsible for
making the province the territorial unit of Chinese administration.
The t’u-ssu system was employed for the administration of native
(that 1s, non-Chinese) districts in the south-western provinces of
Yunnan, Kwangsi, Kweichow, and Szechwan. The principal
native tribes coming under #’u-ssu administration were the Miao
(Kweichow and Kwangsi), Shan (Yunnan), and Lolo (Szechwan).
They inhabited mountainous regions and malarial lowlands which
were generally unattractive to the Chinese who began colonizing
the far south-west during the Ming period. While the Manchus
were never as partial to the f’u-ssu as they were to the Mongol
princes and Tibetan lamas, it was not until the middle of the
nineteenth century that the restrictions on Chinese emigration to
these districts were removed and the position of the #’u-ssu them-
selves gradually undermined. Ch’ing repression combined with
Anglo-French aggressiveness on the southern frontier made the #’u-
ssu areas especially sensitive to the fortunes of China’s foreign policy.

2 See J. K. Fairbank, ‘On the Ch’ing Tributary System’, Harvard-Yenching Inst.
Studies, vol. xix.

3 Ibid.
% 4 Chang Hsia-min, Pien-chiang wen-t’i yii pien-chiang chien-she (Frontier problems and
frontier organization) (Taipei, 1958), pp. 69-70.
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Taken together, the vassal states, imperial dependencies, native
districts, and also the imperial domains in Manchuria, described
China’s frontier regions. It was in these land frontiers, as well as
along the coast, that the Ch’ing dynasty confronted the
imperialism of the Western powers and Japan. These frontiers had
remained ethnically distinct from the Chinese core area because
their climate and topography were inhospitable to the agricultural
system upon which the Chinese bureaucratic state depended.
Communist China has at 1ts disposal the technology required for
the colonization of these areas, but it was during the later Ch’ing
period that China was forced to accept linear frontiers to delimit
what was ‘Chinese’ from what was ‘foreign’. There was the danger
that 1in the process China would lose these frontier regions which,
commanding the several land routes into China proper, were vital
to the security of the state.

The importance of this frontier zone could not have been better
understood than it was by the Manchus, who themselves had
usurped China’s seat of empire from a position on the frontier.
No sooner had the Manchus consolidated their position in China
Proper than the Russians, from their position in Siberia, began
to probe the northern periphery of the empire. The Manchus
replied by eliminating from Mongolia the threat of the Dzungars
(western Mongols), with whom the Russians may have considered
allying themselves, and by then meeting the Russians at Nerchinsk.
There, on the Shilka river east of Lake Baikal, China signed her
first treaty with a Western power. It was an unequal treaty, but
unequal from the point of view of the Russians, who were com-
pelled to dismantle their frontier posts and to leave the entire
Amur basin in the hands of the Manchus. Maintaining their
position of strength, the Manchus next met the Russians at
Kiakhta, south of Lake Baikal, in 172%. The treaty signed there
regulated Russian trade with the Ch’ing empire carried on at
Ma-ma1 Ch’eng, the Chinese town opposite Kiakhta. The treaty
also delimited the Mongolian sector of the frontier between the
two states. The Manchus succeeded, too, in maintaining their
- position in the northern part of Chinese Turkestan (7 ien-shan
pei-lu, or Dzungaria), which had been pacified by the Ch’ien-lung
emperor in the middle of the eighteenth century, although at an
early date the Manchus lost control of the Kazakhs in the Semi-
rech’ye region east of Lake Balkhash. In a series of treaties signed




304 Modern China’s Search for a Political Form

with the Russians at Ili and Tarbagatai in the first half of the
nineteenth century, the frontier was delimited and an agreement
reached concerning the trade to be carried on in this sector.
Subsequent Russian dissatisfaction with their commercial oppor-

tunities in Chinese Turkestan was one reason for thelr interven-
tion 1n lli later in the century.

Partly as a side effect of its pacification of the Dzungars, the
Ch’ing established its ascendancy in Tibet where the Dzungars
had attempted to impose themselves. As a result of a series of
expeditions to Tibet during the eighteenth century the Ch’ing
-succeeded 1n expelling the Dzungars and in establishing the Dalai
Lama as the temporal ruler of Tibet. Perhaps the most spectacular
feat of the Manchus in reducing the imperial dependencies to
submission was their twin-pronged attack of 1792 which traversed
the Himalayas to chastize the Gurkhas, who had invaded Tibet,
and drive them back to Nepal.

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, the Ch’ing
dynasty was on the defensive throughout its peripheral territories.
From her position in India, Great Britain stripped away the
Tibetan dependencies along the 1,500-mile arc of the Himalayas
through Ladakh, Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, and Assam. In 1817 a
British Resident took up his post in Khatmandu; the other states
followed one by one.5 -

In the south, where the frontier zone intrudes upon China
proper, Britain and France began their race, through Burma and
Indochina respectively, for a commercial route to Szechwan.
Lower Burma was annexed to British India and Cochinchina
ceded to France in the same year, 1862. It was again in the same
year, 1868, that Frangois Garnier followed the Mekong into south
China while a British expedition explored the Irrawaddy route
via Bhamo. In 1873 a Chinese army under Ts’en Yii-ying, with
French weapons, suppressed the Panthay (Moslem) rebellion in
Yunnan led by the self-styled Sultan Suleiman, who in the pre-
vious year had sent a mission to London to solicit British support.
In 1874 France secured a de facto protectorate over Annam, and
in the following year the murder of a British subject, A. R.
Margary, on the Burma-Yunnan frontier, gave Britain the
opportunity of advancing new demands on the Ch’ing court.

® For the period of European encroachment I have relied mainly on H. B. Morse,
The International Relations of the Chinese Empire (London, 1910-18).
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Despite a military defeat at Langson in 1885, the French were
able to secure in that year a treaty with China which ended, in a
way satisfactory to France, her undeclared war with China. The
eflect of the Tientsin peace treaty was to open up the Red River
route for the French penetration of Yunnan and to recognize the
French protectorate over Annam and Tonking. One year later,
1in 1886, the British annexed upper Burma.

By the 1876 treaty of Kianghua, said to have been modelled
after the 1862 treaty of Saigon by which France grabbed Cochin-
china, Japan obtained the ‘independence’ of Korea, and several
Korean ports were opened for trade.® As in many other instances
of Ch’ing reluctance to assume responsibility for the defence
of 1ts client states against Western encroachment, the Manchus
did not respond to the pleas of the Ryukyu Islands for help, and
in 1879 they became a Japanese district. Following her defeat by
Japan in Korea and Manchuria in 1894-5, China was obliged
to cede Formosa and the Pescadores and to recognize the com-
plete ‘independence’ of Korea. The ‘Chinese family of nations’
was a thing of the past.

All the nations tributary to China had now fallen to the Western
powers except Siam which, having unilaterally abrogated her
tributary relationship in 1882, had succeeded in maintaining her
independence. It was now the turn of the imperial dependencies.
The maritime powers had acquired positions on the continent by
means of their seizure of China’s tributary states. Great Britain
was ready to force the ‘opening’ of Tibet from her string of
protectorates along the Himalayas, while in Burma she readied
herself for the commercial exploitation of Yunnan and all south-
g, west China. The French, already proceeding with the economic
penetration of Yunnan, dreamed of annexing south-west China
and adding it to their Indochinese realm. The Japanese only
E awaited a favourable opportunity to annex Korea outright, the
more purposefully to proceed with the penetration of Manchuria:
the Russians were already busily engaged in Manchuria, having
stripped away the Ch’ing possessions north of the Amur and east
of the Ussuri. In the Mongolian sector the Russians were preparing
to make use of Buryat Mongols from Siberia for the undermining
of Ch’ing influence in Mongolia and, secondarily, in Tibet.
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® L1 Chien-nung, The Political History of China, 1840~1928 (Princeton, NJ; 1956),
p. 129. X
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