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Unit 4: Empire and Regional Order1
Moderator: Tao Zan (Tenured Associate Professor, Department of History of Peking
University; Deputy Dean of the Institute of Area Studies of Peking University)
Kankan Xie (Assistant Professor, School of Foreign Languages, Peking University)
Topic: Symptoms of Imperial Paranoia: Colonial Policing, Imprisonment and Exile
from a Southeast Asian Perspective
Ladies and gentlemen!
The topic I am presenting today seems relevant to law and jurisprudence. However,
what I want to discuss is more related to approaching historical issues from a regional
perspective and how research concerning the colonial period can help deepen our
understanding of regional orders in the contemporary era.
I have introduced two books to my graduate students this semester. The first is Alfred
McCoy’s Policing America’s Empire, which focuses on how the United States developed
its surveillance technology during its colonization of the Philippines. The United States
was less experienced in colonial governance than its European counterparts. Nevertheless,
the United States treated the Philippines as a crucial experimental field of colonization and
made many attempts to improve its surveillance capacities. Later, the United States adopted
such experiments, including surveillance technologies and the so-called “peacekeeping”
measures, in both the homeland and overseas after World War II. The second book is Along
the Archival Grain by American anthropologist Ann Laura Stoler. The book has received a
lot of attention in recent years. This book suggests that we should not treat archives as our
sources of information only. More importantly, it is essential to treat archives as our field
in an anthropological sense by critically reflecting on how these archives are generated.
Echoing the themes of these two books, I will discuss two related issues: 1. how to do
research on the history of regional politics? 2. how to make sense of the unwritten by
following the “archival grains”? Ann Laura Stoler has discussed the concept of “epistemic
anxiety” in her book. She suggests that colonial officials often “generate facts” through
subjective perception, speculation, and even imagination in the process of archive
production. Intelligence officers needed to reflect on “what they needed to know, what kind
of knowledge they needed, and what they knew they did not.” Both “epistemic uncertainties”
and “perceived facts” are significant throughout the process. I have pushed my students to
discuss several issues: the first is incarceration in colonial Southeast Asia, especially the
operation of colonial prisons; the second is the relationship between policing and the
maintenance of the colonial order; the third is banishment, also a critical means of colonial
rule.
I will use an example from my research to demonstrate how epistemic anxieties
emerge and how such issues can help us understand the history of Southeast Asia before
World War II. My research primarily focuses on the leftwing movement of Southeast Asia
in the late colonial period, which is closely related to colonial officials’ practices of
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intelligence gathering. There was a sizable community of Chinese immigrants in British
Malaya. British authorities there used to produce a monthly report titled the Malayan
Bulletin of Political Intelligence (MBPI), which aimed to record various political threats to
the colonial order. Although the title the Malayan Bulletin of Political Intelligence may
indicate that the MBPI was a compilation of local intelligence about Malaya, it often
covered events far beyond colonial borders. For instance, the bulletin often devotes
significant space to discussing the situation of the Chinese revolution, followed by the panIslamic movement in the nearby Dutch East Indies. There were also many discussions on
political issues of the Middle East. By comparison, local politics received far less attention
from British authorities. The content of the MBPI shows that the British had an expansive
view of the entire East Asian region. The British influence was never confined within its
own colonies only. Instead, the empire was eager to protect its extensive interests and
project its power throughout the Far East.
Meanwhile, the Dutch established a similar intelligence network right across the
Malacca Strait in the East Indies (today’s Indonesia). Compared to their British
counterparts, the Netherlands was a weaker empire, and Indonesia was its single most
important colony. As a colonial empire, the Netherlands had relatively limited capacity and
means of governance. We can see an evident trend in Dutch intelligence reports, which
mainly focused on the internal affairs within its territories. The Dutch Indies government
divided its Political Police Overview (Politiek-Politioneele Overzichten, PPO) by themes
and arranged its content by the following order: communism, nationalist and Islamic
movement, Chinese activities, trade union movements, and overseas affairs. By contrast,
the MBPI was divided by region. The Dutch and British authorities’ different ways of
organizing intelligence files send us a crucial message. That is, in their efforts to understand
and govern their colonies, officials needed to be “creative” in detecting threats and
generating “truths” through subjective speculations.
Here, I will make my point by discussing the impact of the Asian revolutions in the
region between 1925 and 1927. During this period, British and Dutch officials paid
particular attention to political movements in China, with which Chinese scholars are also
concerned. Meanwhile, many significant political events occurred in Indonesia, including
two unsuccessful revolts of the Communist Party of Indonesia (PKI). Dutch colonial
authorities quickly suppressed the uprisings mainly due to the party’s poor planning and
coordination. If we put the Chinese and Indonesian revolutions on the same timeline, it is
easy to notice that many incidents occurred at the turn of 1926 and 1927. Such political
interplays profoundly impacted colonial authorities across Southeast Asia and even the
entire Far East. While many details deserve further explanations, my main point is that the
colonial officials were easily confused by excessive information. As a result, they often
needed to rely on their imaginations while making sense of complex political situations.
Various external factors might also affect their judgment, and finding out the truth was
always difficult.
Here is another example. When an uprising broke out in Indonesia in November 1926,
British officials in Malaya analyzed the situation in the neighboring colony, stating: “There
can be no doubt that the outbreak was actually organized by the PKI, or the Communist
Party in Java, as evidenced by the connected character of the rising, the secrecy with which
the plans were laid, and the choice of the birthday of Sun Yat-sen as the day on which the
rising was to occur.” The last sentence sounds particularly ridiculous. The officer believed
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that the timing of the PKI uprising was important, as it happened on the birthday of a key
Chinese revolutionary. While the report itself did not have much intelligence value, the
intelligence officer reported it anyway. How the officer got drowned in the sea of excessive
information is absurd from today’s perspective.
Coincidentally, Dutch authorities experienced a similar scenario. In an Overview of
the Dutch-Indies Political Police report, a Dutch officer expressed his concerns over the
Chinese immigrants in British Malaya, especially those from Hainan Province who would
potentially spread the Chinese Revolution to the Southeast Asian colonies. The colonial
officials were particularly worried that the Hainanese would mingle with local
revolutionaries and merge their revolutionary activities, which would pose serious threats
to the colonial order.
I want to emphasize that the British and Dutch in Southeast Asia had very different
views of regional security in the late colonial period. The British had vital commercial and
political interests throughout the Far East. Thus, they were very concerned about political
situations in China from 1925 to 1927 and worried about the spillover of the Chinese
revolution to the rest of the region. By contrast, the Netherlands was a relatively small
colonial power, which primarily cared about the stability of the Dutch East Indies. As a
result, British authorities in Malaya took very harsh measures against communism between
1925 and 1927, largely due to the interplay of the concurrent Chinese and Indonesian
revolutions. Past research has generally held that the British colonists reacted with
repressive measures to the rise of Malayan leftist groups. My point is that the British
colonial government initiated pre-emptive strikes after observing revolutionary situations
in surrounding areas. In other words, the anti-communist measures of the British started at
least three years earlier than the establishment of the Malayan Communist Party (1930).
Such observations entail some further implications. Nowadays, we commonly rely on
the analytical framework of modern nation-states to study colonial empires. Nevertheless,
it is noteworthy that European empires launched fierce assaults on international
communism far beyond their respective colonial borders. Additionally, they also learned
from each other and shared their experiences. The British government learned lessons from
their Dutch neighbors and carried out pre-emptive crackdowns on leftwing groups in
Malaya. Such actions created tremendous difficulties for the Malayan Communist Party
from its outset. Moreover, by relying on the British intelligence network, the Netherlands
managed to track down many PKI fugitives and prevent the party’s resurgence. Finally, the
two countries’ anti-communist cooperation curbed the spread of communism in the two
places throughout the remainder of the colonial era. The scope of such cooperation went
beyond Britain and the Netherlands; French and American authorities in the region also
actively participated in the scheme.
The borders of modern Southeast Asian states largely overlap with those during the
colonial period. The intelligence network formed in the pre-WWII era laid a crucial
foundation for the comprehensive cooperation of Western powers in fostering proEuropean nationalist leaders and suppressing leftwing movements in the region during the
Cold War. Such collaboration also played a role in forming the regional order led by the
five founding members (Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand) of
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Therefore, we can safely trace the
lineage of the anti-leftist forces that dominated Southeast Asia during the Cold War back
to the late colonial period.
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Thanks!
Mingchao Mao (Assistant Professor, School of Foreign Languages, Peking University)
Topic: Germany, Central Europe and the Großraum Order
Ladies and gentlemen!
As my topic suggests, I would like to talk about Carl Schmitt’s concept of
“Großraumordnung”1 (large space order), which is also mentioned by Prof. Yongle Zhang
in his book Shifting Boundaries. He describes the concept of “Großraum” as a “specific
German variation of Monroe Doctrine”. I would like to provide some additional materials
and thoughts from my perspective.
You may be familiar with the German national anthem. The lyrics are from a poem
entitled Das Lied der Deutschen (The Song of the German), which dates back to 1841 and
has altogether three strophes. However, only the third is allowed to be sung today. The
reason lies in the spatial imagination of Germany in the first strophe. The very first line of
this poem reads: “Deutschland, Deutschland, über alles”, which means “Germany,
Germany above everything”. In the first strophe, the poet defines the territory of Germany
as the region in which the German language is spoken. He then uses four geographical
landmarks to determine the external borders of Germany: the Rivers Maas (in the
Netherlands), Memel (the Neman in Lithuanian), Etsch (the Adige in Italy), as well as the
Danish straits, which are called “Belt” in German. As you can see from the map, the space
within these landmarks exceeds by far the present territory of the Federal Republic of
Germany, since it includes not only the Benelux, the Baltic countries, Denmark, but also
extends southwards to Switzerland, Austria and Italy.
German politics has a long history of space imagination. The German Empire came up
with the term “Platz an der Sonne” (a place under the sun), in order to justify its colonial
endeavor. The Nazis were obsessed with the ideology of so called “Lebensraum” (living
space) as an excuse for their mania of expansion. Territorial imagination, regardless of its
moral judgment, plays a crucial role throughout the history of political thoughts.
Let’s turn back to Carl Schmitt’s concept of “Großraumordnung” or “large space
order”. There are three key texts to this term: Völkerrechtliche Großraumordnung mit
Interventionsverbot für raumfremde Mächte (The Grossraum Order of International Law
with a Ban on Intervention for Spatially Foreign Powers) in 1939, Großraum gegen
Universalismus (Large Space against Universalism) also in 1939, and Raum und
Großraum im Völkerrecht (Space and Large Space in International Law) in 1940. The two
opponents Schmitt was arguing against were obvious: the universalism represented by
Great Britain, and the small countries. Schmitt mocked the system of League of Nations in
Geneva and was convinced that the core component of international law should not be
states, but empires.
According to Schmitt, the large space is derived from an economic term, and as such
a “concrete, historical, and political concept of the present”. Based on the political incidents
of 1939, He stressed that the large space is the result of “man’s planning, organization, and
activity.” (Schmitt 2011, 79) Schmitt also considered Monroe Doctrine as a perfect example
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of large space order, because the core idea of it is the “connection of politically awakened
nation, political idea, and a Großraum ruled by this idea, a Großraum excluding foreign
interventions.” (Schmitt 2011, 88)
Our discussion on the large space order today circles mainly around the prohibition of
interference by extraterritorial forces, but the concepts of both large space and order are yet
sufficiently analyzed. The concept of large space has its unique historical background.
Schmitt referred explicitly to the speech of Adolf Hitler on February 20th, 1938, in which
the Nazi dictator states: “We well know that it is scarcely possible to establish borders in
Europe which will satisfy everyone. Hence, it would be all the more important to avoid
unnecessarily tormenting national minorities in order not to add to the pain of political
separation the further pain of persecution for belonging to a certain Volkstum. […]
However, just as England looks after its interests in every corner of the earth, modern
Germany, too, shall know how to look after and protect its – albeit much more limited –
interests. And these interests of the German Reich include protecting those German
Volksgenossen who are not, of their own power, in a position to secure for themselves on
our borders the right to general human, political, and weltanschaulich freedom!” (Hitler:
1992, 1031).2
In the fourth chapter of his book The Grossraum Order, Schmitt discussed the
“minority and national group law”, and underlined the differences between the minorities
protection mechanism in the Versailles and League of Nations system on the one hand, and
his ideal of protection of national groups on the other. The concept of protection is crucial
to that of Großraum order, so that Schmitt proclaimed a “German right of protection”:
“Since the declaration that the Reich Chancellor Adolf Hitler gave in the German Reichstag
on February 20, 1938 there has existed a German right of protection for German national
groups of foreign state citizenship, all on the foundation of our National Socialist national
idea.” (Schmitt 2011, 99f.) It is in fact the implementation of Großraum principle of
international law in Central and East Europe. By the “German national groups” Schmitt
referred mainly to the Austrians and Sudeten Germans in the Czechoslovakia. Shortly after
Hitler’s Speech, on March 12, 1938, the Nazi Germany’s troops marched into the capital
of Austria, Vienna, and on March 13, the Law the Law on the Reunification of Austria and
the German Reich was enacted. On September 30 of the same year, Germany signed the
Munich Agreement with the United States, Britain and Italy, and occupied Sudetenland,
using the excuse of nothing else but the right of protection. Evidently, the concept of
protection is essential to Schmitt’s theory, as he also mentions the idiom of “protego ergo
obligo” in The Concept of Politics. For him, it’s the “cogito ergo sum” of politics and
therefore the key foundation. When he proposed the right of protection in the Großraum
order, Sudetenland was already under German control, so the aim was to extend the
protection right to the rest of Czechoslovakia. What then emerged, was the Protectorate of
Bohemia and Moravia, a nominally autonomous administration under German protection,
but in reality a marionette regime of the Nazi.
So, is there any embodiment of the “Großraum order” and the “non-interference
principle” in international law? Carl Schmitt made it very clear that there was – by citing
the German-Soviet Boundary and Friendship Treaty as an example. Interestingly, Schmitt
replaced the term “Soviet” with “Russian”, probably because he regarded Bolshevism as a
2
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typical representative of universalism-interventionism. In various texts Schmitt argued that
the German-Soviet Boundary and Friendship Treaty was the best illustration of his idea of
Großraum order and the principle of non-interference. But what exactly was the content of
this treaty?
The first article of the treaty determines “the boundary of their respective national
interests (Reichsinteresse) in the territory of the former Polish state”, and “any interference
of third powers in this settlement”, as the second article stipulates, shall be rejected.3 Why
“former Polish state?” Because there was no longer an independent Poland. The treaty was
signed on September 28, 1939, while the German Wehrmacht had already invaded Poland
on September 1. Ribbentrop met Stalin and Molotow in Moscow and demarcated the
frontiers of their sphere of influence. The German Reich regained East Prussia, extended
the northern border to the south bank of the Neman, and divided Poland. The Soviet Union
obtained Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. But how about the German nationals living in these
Baltic countries? In 1939, there was a large-scale initiative called “Heim ins Reich” (back
home to the Reich), which aimed at relocating all the German nationals from regions that
were outside of German control back to Germany.
These are the essence of the German-Soviet Boundary and Friendship Treaty. So,
what exactly is the “order” of a large space? Carl Schmidt argued in his Großraum Order:
“The Großraum remains an area of national unity and autonomy. Only for this reason is it
superior to universalistic forms of rule, and only for this reason is it peace.” (Schmitt 1995,
260) This article was written in 1940, but what happened in that year? Let me just list a
few historical facts here. In April 1940, Nazi Germany occupied Belgium, the Netherlands,
Luxembourg, and conquered France in June of the same year. The Soviet Union carried out
the “Katyn Massacre” in Poland and acquired the Baltic states, which were then
incorporated into the Soviet Union by force in August. Merely one year later, on June 22,
1941, Nazi Germany attacked the Soviet Union, and Hitler delivered his Address to the
German People. In my opinion, none of the above can be called peace.
On June 28, 1941, Carl Schmidt wrote in the introduction to the fourth edition of his
book The Grossraum Order: “The paper must remain what it is. It arose early in 1939 with
certain theses and points of view in a certain situation. Through the course of events, it has
experienced some meaningful confirmation. This is its value as a document.” (Schmitt 2011,
76) At that time, Nazi Germany had already started “Operation Barbarossa” and began with
the invasion of the Soviet Union. Schmitt might have been quite satisfied with his paper as
it foresaw the development of history in advance. From today’s perspective, his writings
may well contain certain documentative value, but we will probably not give them such a
positive evaluation as their author did.
Thanks!
Weihua Wang (Associate Professor, School of International Studies of Peking
University)
Topic: The Limits of Regional Order
Hello, everyone!
3
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Actually, I haven’t specialized in regional and regional integration, so I will briefly
report some thoughts on this topic.
Above all, we should figure out what kind of regional order we are talking about?
Colleagues who do area studies, when it comes to regional order, international relations
scholars usually only speak over “regional order”. In the field of international relations, it
refers to the order of a certain region between the world and its countries. However,
regional science in the context of geography is called “regional science” in Chinese, and
the level referred to region includes both international (for example, the Rhine River Basin,
Lancang River-Mekong River Basin) and other national areas below the level (for example,
the Pearl River Delta, the Yangtze River Delta); they are all called regions, but regional
science and area studies are two different things. Therefore, in different disciplines, regions
often have different ways of understanding, and their prominent attributes are quite
different. In the following, I will use “regional order” in accordance with the custom in the
field of international relations, that is, the “international order in a certain region” between
the world /global and countries.
In my opinion, the core concern of the regional order has always been security. Along
with the development of the market economy and the international division of labor,
regional economic integration has emerged. We have noticed that, unlike the usual concerns
of the international economic order, the focus of the regional economic order is
international and intra-regional economic integration. Whether it is a security issue or an
integration issue, it is difficult to say that it is an order that grows spontaneously, it mainly
depends on cooperation among countries in the region.
In my view, the extension of regional order can be defined in three words: regional
security, economic integration (regionalization), and state cooperation. The so-called
regional order is based on state cooperation to resolve regional security issues and regional
economic integration issues. The way countries cooperate will involve disputes between
unilateralism and multilateralism. But between the two, there is a more common state
which is called bilateralism.
As for the connotation of regional order, one of the most basic assumptions in
international relations research is that the international political system under anarchy and
the domestic political system under hierarchy are not the same things, and international
order and domestic order are also not the same thing. However, since they are all called
order, the core of order should be rules. There is no order without rules.
In recent years, Americans usually spoke about “rule-based international order”.
Literally, it's tautological nonsense. Obviously, China is very sensitive about this sentence,
and dramatically advocates an “international order based on international law”. You may
have noticed that this proposition is also written into the 14th Five-Year Plan and the LongRange Objectives Through the Year 2035. The discourse dispute between China and the
United States is not about the need for international order or international rules, but
involves disputes at two levels: First, China believes that the United States pursues
unilateralism, while China firmly upholds multilateralism. Second, Americans advocate
“starting from the position of strength”. Although we may have different understandings in
translation, the literal expression is there, and the meaning is very clear. China aroused
fierce opposition and proposed the concept of “the principle of extensive consultation, joint
contribution and shared benefits”. Adhering to multilateralism and extensive consultation,
joint contribution and shared benefits have become our clear propositions for building a
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regional order and even an international order today.
Looking at the connotation and extension of regional order together, it is not difficult
to find that regional order is an intermediate state, an intermediate state between the two
extremes of complete anarchy and domestic order. From complete anarchy to self-help
multinational systems, is there a stable regional order, or is there a relatively stable regional
power structure and a corresponding rule system? At least, from the standpoint of realism,
this is not very important. The rules themselves are not an important issue. After all, the
comparison of strength determined international order. When we talk about regional order,
the actual focus is on the two states in the between. One is to maintain regional peace, and
certain rules have been formed between various countries, so that the region has rules to
follow; the second is to go further - regional economic integration. With the development
of industrialization and the further integration of the market, there will be some
supranational bureaucratic management institutions on this basis. Today’s representative is
the European Union. In this sense, we found that there is a certain overlap between the
hierarchical order based on the domestic and the regional order that originally belonged to
the international order in its basic attributes, which also gives us a space for association:
Will further integration lead to an infinite approach to a state of domestic order in the
regional order? If the regional order is placed between anarchy and domestic order, the
regional order is an intermediate state, does this intermediate state have a relatively clear
limit and boundary? That is my concern.
The feature of regional order is international rules, which involve two levels and five
issues. The first level is the concrete, historical empirical level, there are two key questions:
First, who decides the rules? Does the hegemonic (or dominant) have the final say, or is it
bargaining among the great powers? Second, how do rules spread? To be accepted by others,
or to be learned by others? The second level is the abstract, normative level of value. Since
it’s a rule, it must have normative connotations. Focusing on international rules, there are
two key points: First, is national sovereignty the basis of international rules? Second, are
there general rules a priori? There is no universal standard of right and wrong on normative
topics. Believe this or not, you can choose one or the other. There is a set of strong
normative judgments with the color of subjective value judgments. Combining the two
dimensions, a fifth key question arises: in what way are the rules enforced? If we look back
on history, in the entire history of international relations, we can only see a complete and
most experienced process of regional order construction, that is, the formation and
evolution of European regional order since modern times.
In its origin, the regional order differs from the military conquests of earlier empires.
Empire is a domestic order based on hierarchy, and regional order is an international order
based on anarchy. The uniqueness of the European regional order is that it is the result of
religious wars in modern Europe. The basic rules are a system of rules for sovereign states
determined on the basis of common beliefs, that is international law. However, with the
colonial expansion of European powers, the European regional order has evolved into
modern international law, the European multinational system has been enlarged into an
international system, in fact, the European regional order is the foundation of today’s
international order. This is our basic historical understanding of the development of
international relations.
When I studied the history of international relations, I started with the Westphalian
system, the Vienna system, the Versailles system and then extended to other concepts.
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However, if we think about it carefully, we will find that the Westphalian system and the
Vienna system, with the “coordination of the great powers” around, only shaped the
European regional order. Before that, there was a papal meridian, or an imagined
international order, with the Spanish and Portuguese colonial disputes as the focus. The
modern European regional order is achieved by coordination of foreign powers. As a
reference, one kind is the Monroe Doctrine mentioned by Professor Yongle Zhang, that is,
the realization method of the hegemonic led regional order in the Americas, and the other
is the so-called East Asia after the Opium War. The collapse of the tributary system formed
a shape contrast on both sides.
Thank you!
Geng Tian (Associate Professor, Department of Sociology of Peking University)
Topic: The Construction of the Inner Frontier: The Possibilities of Regional
Comparisons
Ladies and gentlemen!
Today I will discuss the concept of the inner frontier and I will focus on the late
imperial China in my presentation.
What’s the inner frontier? In short, it is within the political domain but not completely
subsumed by the standard governmental structure. Of course, 化外, sounds familiar to
legal historians because the term is from the lexicon of traditional Chinese law, 化外人,
the civil aliens. The concept of “civil aliens” once influenced the study of extraterritorial
rights in modern times, and also inspired the study of the inner frontier. Legal exceptions
or variations in the form of governance are the preconditions for the existence of the inner
frontier as a concept. The spatial composition of the inner frontier is obvious, between
inside and outside. Therefore, we have no doubt about the in-betweenness of the inner
frontier, and we are accustomed to what constitutes the inside. We almost take it as a
consensus that the inside means a relatively unified order based on China’s inner
provinces or the interior space. Whether it is called administratively or in other ways, its
integrity is obvious. But what makes the outer part of the inner frontier? That part is the
most controversial aspect of what we mean by inner frontier. I personally think that there
are two mainstream analytical frameworks, one is the evolution of political regions, which
is also a framework that scholars of modern Chinese history have made great efforts to
build, to study the historical process of the inner frontier through the evolution of political
regions and the evolution of the administrative system. The second framework, social
infrastructural frame, discusses the specificity of the inner frontier through the evolution
of social infrastructure.
Politically speaking, the inner frontier is a buffering zone or a corridor. As argued by
Professor Cheng Gu in his article “The Territory of the Ming Empire”, the inner frontier is
the place where the standard bureaucratic government is not fully installed but the direct
rule is stronger than that of the containing system, or Jimi System. The rule by the garrison
(weisuo) was a very important administrative category in the Ming Dynasty, and the
garrison system is related to the concept of the inner frontier. Along the nine Great Wall
Outposts in the Ming Dynasty, we can see that the inner frontier made a buffer zone
between the inner province and the outer frontier facing military pressure. However, it may
cause problems to call this frontier a garrison area, as a new type of Ming’s national defense
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was formed later to take the military function of the garrison, we will leave this topic for
another occasion. In short, the inner frontier is perceived as a military mid-way in the first
approach to study it. The second approach is more familiar to social science. From a
relational perspective, the space of the inner frontier facilitates the political relations
between direct and indirect rules, such as patron-client relations, or political clientele. To
put it in a simple way, the inner frontier is an ideal space for political bondages such as
clientele and brokerage to operate. Taking the northern frontier of the Ming Dynasty as an
example, from the Jurchen in the northeast, to the Uriyangqads in the north, and then to
Tibetan groups active at the Gansu-Tibet Border, the political relationship formed by these
nomads in the inner frontier is a typical example of favor and vassal, and this relationship
is the inner trait of the frontier. The third perspective takes the inner frontier as a great
strategic space and was actually discussed by some panelists in the morning. One of the
most representative arguments was raised by Owen Lattimore who states that the inner
frontier is the cradle of power to change the course of Chinese history, because the Eurasian
nomads and the sedentary dynasties of inland China encountered each other first at the
inner frontiers. Only the conquerors growing from the inner frontier owned the power to
move southward to incorporate the entire Chinese territory and established their political
ruling dynasties. So, Lattimore said that the Northeast area is probably the most strategic
space in China. Until industrialization enables us to unify it with the inner land, it will
continue to be the game changer of China’s historical process. In Lattimore’s analysis, it is
not as important to determine who made the dominant ethnic group in this space in a
particular historical time as to delimit the ecological and strategic bounds of this space.
The research tradition of studying the Southwestern frontier in China is different from
what I said above. I will give three examples here. The first one is the study of “Miaojiang”
or the Miao territory. The second one is the research on the mountainous region in South
China, where the Ming philosopher and bureaucrat Yangming Wang famously drew the
comparison between cleaning the bandits in the mountain and diminishing the thieves in
one’s own heart. What kind of historical cycle did these places undergo from being a
banditry hotbed to a political territory in an empire? This is a very important research topic
in the history of the Ming and Qing Dynasties, especially the history of the Ming Dynasty.
The third example is the study of the area circumscribed by the Yellow River and the Huai
River (HUANG-HUAI region). As inner frontiers, these regions do not stand out by the
special administrative systems, or by lying as a middle ground between the inside and the
outside, but by the ecology of violence they bore for centuries. Continuing military
mobilizations of various kinds have created a relatively isolated violence ecology out of
these inner frontiers. In the violence ecology, first of all, we focus on the significant social
contributors to militarization, such as the population pressure in the ethnic interfaces, the
special tax structure, the constant secret societies, and the recurrent tension between native
and migrant groups, etc. These infrastructural fabrications may evolve into breeding
grounds for violence under certain historical conditions. The second focus of studying
violence ecology is the development of various mobilization mechanisms, which at times
respond to social emergencies and promote social peace and economic development at
others. For example, the multiplication of clans, the development of business corporates,
and the long-distance trade charters across land and on the riverine. These mobilization
mechanisms turn into venues to feed violence in special emergencies. Once again, it is
regional separatism, that is, the local unity against the central government that loom large
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in these social changes The inner frontier as seen in the studies of the social infrastructures
might not add as much to the conceptualization of in-betweenness as the study of Northern
China, but the importance of its social form is self-evident.
The next question is, why don’t we call those regions special administrative regions
but the inner frontier? In addition to the structural differences in the above-mentioned areas,
the historical transformations of these areas are noteworthy. Many of the historical
transformation were occurring in those regions in almost cyclic fashions. Here I would like
to bring into your attention four periodical changes: First, how did the old frontier transform
that lost its original function, especially the military function? Take the Ming Dynasty as
an example, once the external threats fade away, the military administrative structure which
was originally set up to facilitate defense will no longer be sufficient to meet the emerging
needs of the country. A typical example is Gansu, which served as the Ming’s garrisoned
border against the Mongols for almost three centuries. How did it turn into an inner
province? This is a case of transforming the older frontier. Second, the expansion of the
provincial system has always been thought as a process of administrative centralization.
The high Qing, that is, the Yongzheng and Kangxi reigns in the 18th century, saw the most
crucial era of the expansion of province. In the process of constructing the provincial
system, we should pay particular attention to the path of centralization. Third, the historical
continuity and manifestations of areal enclosure well into the 20th century. The internal
driving force for the warlordish rule might be called the areal enclosure. In the research on
the warlords’ rule over the Guangxi Province, Hunan Province and Guangdong Province,
some current studies have linked it with the areal enclosure of the previous imperial state.
Fourth, civil relationships, such as patriarchal clan, business, sacrifice, etc., under what
circumstances are they helpful for governance, and under what circumstances are they
making troubles? The discussion of this issue is very important, because it can shed light
on both the good and bad sides of civil relations or social relations. This perspective has
been adopted by some of the scholars on the Taiping Rebellion.
The four things remind us that the historical transformation of the inner frontier does
not happen in any straight way. It does not necessarily happen when a big empire replaces
a small empire, nor does it necessarily happen when a modern state replaces an imperial
state, but it happens periodically. This morning, Professor Yongle Zhang’s new book,
Shifting Boundaries was discussed in this conference. The book has something to say about
what has been offered here about the characteristics of the inner frontier. Why did the
Monroe Doctrine appear in China’s “inter provincial autonomy” movement in the first half
of the 20th century, and also in revolutions henceforth? The historical transformation of the
inner frontier was periodical even though we see it as part of the transition from monarchy
to nation-state.
To sum up, I think three issues are critical to what I mean by inner frontier: first, semiindirect governance; second, the construction of civilian governance; third, the
reorganization of regional civilization. From these three aspects, a comparison between the
north and south of China’s internal frontier becomes possible, which contributes to the
understanding of China’s territorial integrity and regional complexity. I will forego the
discussion of more specific historical cases due to time limits.
Thanks!
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Commentator: Zhiguang Yin (School of International Relations & Public Affairs of
Fudan University, Professor)
Ladies and gentlemen!
The common ground of these four presentations is that they have all taken a
comparative perspective in the study of empires. From my disciplinary area, I take
particular interest in Professor Weihua Wang’s discussion on the theorization of the region.
Professor Weihua Wang talked about the difference between the two approaches of
understanding the region from the fields of international relations and area studies. Both
originate from imperial history and colonial history. This difference is very intriguing. The
“rules-based international order” discussed in the field of international relations is highly
Eurocentric. It shares a historical lineage with the conviction that Europe is a global empire.
Professor Wang further elaborated on the impact on understanding the future development
of global regional politics and global order with such a Eurocentric worldview. From this
point of view, Professor Wang has set an interesting question for today’s discussion, that is,
why should we study empires and regions? I encountered a similar discussion while
teaching the course “Introduction to International Relations” in Dubai. When I was trying
to explain the concepts of “regional”, “international”, and “national” orders, students there
really had hard time understanding the notion of “region”? Their question is, where does
the boundary of a “region” fall?
In fact, geopolitical concepts such as “area” and “region” in our toolbox today are
epistemologically Eurocentric. The “region” we define revolves around the regional order
of Europe shaped by wars, which led to the so-called Westphalian System. For the majority
of people outside Europe, this regional historical experience of inter-state order forming is
largely unrelatable. In most parts of the world, the formation of a regional awareness, unlike
geopolitical concepts, does not solely depend on wars and conflicts; instead, trade and
cultural entanglements also play an important part in forming a regional and even a
transregional imagination. To my students in Dubai, India is an integral part of their
“regional” imagination due to the strong historical trade link. Consequently, such a regional
imagination is centered around the Indian Ocean. In addition, regional imagination is not
exclusive. Any region could overlap with another. For example, my students in Dubai could
also easily associate with the other Islamic countries based on their shared religion, or with
the Gulf Cooperation Council due to their blood ties. Undoubtedly, there are bound to be
conflicts between regions. For example, the discussion of whether it is the Persian Gulf or
the Arabian Gulf is a reflection of the tension between the Gulf states and Iran.
Following this train of thought, Professor Kankan Xie and Professor Mingchao Mao
both offered reflections on European empires. Through Professor Xie’s presentation, we
saw that the area in today’s geopolitical sense does not exist in the eyes of the Empire.
Professor Xie discussed the anti-communist movement in Southeast Asia. This is closely
related to my interest in imperial history. I have learned a tremendous amount of
information from Professor Xie’s case studies. Professor Kankan Xie’s research also
confirms that empires do not restrain themselves with boundaries. Instead, it is only
bounded by the celestial world. Professor Mingchao Mao’s reflection on Germany also
touches on a similar issue. Professor Kankan Xie discussed the interaction and connection
between the British Empire and the Dutch Empire on anti-Communist issues, as well as the
connection between the colonies within the British Empire. Professor Mingchao Mao took
Germany as a case study and discussed the first paragraph of the German national anthem
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in the introduction. This reminds me of a German propaganda film, Über alles in der Welt
(1941). The title of this film comes from the first line of the Nazi German national anthem.
The film starts with the experience of factory workers working for Siemens, hoping to
appeal to all the German working class. The storyline then expands to all the German
people, arguing that Germans have an obligation to protect the oppressed Germans around
the world. Professor Mao’s study helps to reveal such an ethnic-centered worldview in
Germany’s attempt of regional order building.
Germany’s German-centric vision of a global order is similar to today’s “America
first.” At first, “America First” does not seem to be an imperialist policy, but it is essentially
a demand for a global hegemony with the interest of the United States as its core. I once
said that a Western-centric world order emphasizes nation states when in poverty, but turns
to world-empire when in prosperity. This is evident in the history of the development of
European empires. Our understanding of empire today is greatly limited by the history of
European empires, especially the experience of European empire development in the past
200 years. During the period, all European empires, including the British and German
Empires, imagined the world with their own countries as the center. Immediately after the
end of World War I, Britain turned its interest from building a global empire to
strengthening the “British commonwealth”. Isn’t the “commonwealth” world order
centered on Britain just another version of “British first”? Are these “America first”,
“German first” and “British first” ambitions of building a strong nation-state with finite
boundaries? Of course not, they are all striving for a global empire. Empire building takes
different formats in different times and areas, as it is an organic reaction towards reality. In
this sense, the cooperation between the British Empire and the Dutch Empire on the issue
of anti-communism mentioned by Professor Kankan Xie is not a very strange thing. The
cooperation between empires has always been the basic reality of colonial empires centered
on Europe. The foundation for such a collaboration is purely based on realpolitik concerns.
Such a collaboration can easily break apart due to conflict of interests. For example,
although European empires clashed against each other in Africa, they had no problem
cooperating in other areas more distanced from Europe. For example, in China and other
Asian countries, cooperation between empires was a more regularly used method to
exercise and enhance their hegemonic domination. This is also evident in Southeast Asia.
In addition, the European empires’ emphasis on labor issues after the abolitionist
movement in the mid-19th century led to their cooperation in Southeast Asia. For example,
a large number of laborers sent by Britain to its overseas colonies were bought from the
Dutch colonies, and the ships that sent laborers belonged to the French. This is more
interesting because we have to understand the fundamental shift in the imperial order that
occurred in the mid to late 19th century. If we use a term made popular in the field of
imperial history studies, it is the age of “informal empires”. In Lenin’s terms, it was the era
when capitalism began to enter the stage of financial imperialism. What are the basic
characteristics of financial imperialism? The global unity of the bourgeoisie has become a
reality. In this capitalist global unity, the working classes of other countries and people of
color became a commodity that can be traded globally. Imperialism as a policy can also
find support from domestic working-class people as it could temporarily benefit the
working class in the core countries by exploiting the peripherals. As we can see in the
German propaganda film Über alles in der Welt, it claims that the expansion of the empire
is for the benefit of the working class in general. Or, as Cecil Rhodes justifying his
66

expansion in South Africa in the mid-to-late 19th century, the expansion was for the benefit
of workers in the East End of London. However, in the early 20th century, the emergence
of a communist global movement, especially the success of the Soviet Revolution, posed a
fundamental challenge to this transnational capitalist order. The union of the proletariat,
which is transnational and interracial, is a direct threat to the internal stability of capitalist
empires. It also poses a threat to the capitalist race-based global structure of oppression.
My research also touches upon the intelligence system of the Middle East and the Empire,
where there are well-developed intelligence referencing and sharing systems thanks to the
vast global network of capitalist empires. To counter such a power, the communist
movement must also be organized and global.
Finally, allow me to respond to Professor Geng Tian’s presentation, which is of course
the area I am least familiar with. Professor Geng Tian’s discussion of China’s internal
frontier provides us with another dimension of empire studies, which is the comparison
between empires. For sociological researchers, they are more concerned with the nature of
phenomena and the historical motivations and social mechanisms behind them. For
international relations scholars, we are happy to see social phenomena as an accomplished
fact. Instead, we are more interested in predicting the future. In this sense, within the
disciplinary constraints of international relations, we are not particularly concerned with
the evolutionary mechanisms of empires themselves. Professor Geng Tian’s discussion
from a sociological perspective has contributed a very important inner dimension to us, that
is, what impact the internal evolution of the empire has on the imperial order itself. At the
same time, it gave me great inspiration. Imperial history research itself does not distinguish
between global and regional, let alone inside and outside. Of course, we must admit that
there are gaps in the operation of the imperial global order, but in the expression of the
imperial self-narrative, the universalism of universalism is very emphasized. If we
emphasize the universality of universalism, we must admit that the expansion of
universalism is universally applicable, and at the same time, it has a very strong explanatory
power for internal differences. The study of British imperial history in the late 19th century
exhibits such a characteristic. The history of the empire itself was shaped by the worldwide
use of Whig historiography, and researchers of British imperial history would be willing to
trace their history back to lectures from 1880 to 1884. Empire expansion is essentially an
ethnographic process from the inside out.
The study of imperial history in the early and mid-19th century was centered on the
area, because all areas were other to the empire, and the empire needed to understand the
other. In this process, it is important to distinguish the world inside the empire from the
world outside, so as to demonstrate the superiority of imperial rule itself. By the end of the
19th century, this phenomenon had been completely changed, and the rise of imperial
history just showed that the empire began to have a global nature in ideology, which
connected the inside and outside, and at the same time class also became an aspect of
imperial concern. On this point, I will not take up everyone’s time. To sum up Professor
Geng Tian’s discussion, if you take off the hat of international relations, think of it from
the perspective of imperial history research. Professor Geng Tian’s opinion on the
formation of the inner frontier of the empire, the analysis of internal motives is very colorful
in imperial history research, and is similar to the methodology of imperial history research.
The questioning of the connection between the internal transformation of the empire and
the external has great inspiration for the study of regional issues today.
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The four speeches together constitute a model for regional studies or the study of
global order. Prominent awareness of the problem inspires us to see the connections and
differences between regional studies and the rules-based international order; to see the inner
connections and world orientations between empires; to see the race-centered expansion of
empires; to see the inner frontier and the connection of research methods in imperial history.
Thanks!
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