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Introduction: Interfaces in Qing Frontier History 
 
Inspired by the vibrant state of the last several decades of scholarship concerning 
the Qing frontier, the three authors of this introduction organized the 
“International Workshop on Defining the Jecen: The Evolution of the Qing 
Frontier, 1644–1918,” which took place on May 25–26, 2012, at the sponsoring 
institutions—Hong Kong Baptist University and the Hong Kong Institute for the 
Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of Hong Kong. The primary 
objective of the workshop was to foster dialogue among colleagues from several 
Asian and North American institutions who currently are researching the Qing 
frontier. All participants were encouraged to contribute insights into long-standing 
questions based on the methodologies derived from their own scholarly 
backgrounds. Apart from aiming to break down unnecessary barriers of language, 
geography, and theoretical orientation, the conference also promoted two 
approaches to the topic that will simultaneously further the progress of 
contemporary pioneers and open fresh paths for future innovation. 

The first of these approaches is the need for comparative research to gauge the 
relative importance of commonalities and regional specificities in the history of 
the Qing frontier. Decades of scholarship have proven that the discrete parts of 
the Qing frontier differed radically from each other in almost every conceivable 
aspect: political relations between local administrative elites and the Qing court; 
linguistic, religious and cultural diversity among different regions; disparate 
intra-regional economic structures and degrees of dependence on trade with other 
areas within and beyond the Qing empire; physical environment and demography. 
With so many variables to consider, most scholars of the Qing frontier are 
specialists who devote considerable effort to mastering the particularities of the 
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regions they study. Fully fathoming many or all parts of the Qing frontier is 
beyond the grasp of even the most gifted and diligent researchers. Still, as Nicola 
Di Cosmo delineated in his comparative outline of the Qing central state’s modes 
of governing the empire’s “colonial” periphery, and as Peter Perdue has 
incisively proven in his study of Qing westward expansion towards Central Asia, 
the implementation of so many similar administrative institutions and strategies 
for maintaining economic and social relations with local populations meant that 
at some level Beijing saw the frontier as a whole, as a distinct unit of 
policymaking.1 Among the many strategies common to Qing administration 
across otherwise different frontiers were the employment of regional and local 
elites as intermediaries (much like today’s ethnic minority officials in the PRC’s 
autonomous regions), and in some cases the gradual replacement of indigenous 
structures of political and social organization with the junxian bureaucratic 
system.2 Another method that the Qing center used in all quadrants of its empire 
was the dissemination of ethnographic knowledge of indigenous populations in 
frontier zones to either reinforce their differences from the communities of 
“China proper” or to compel their adoption of the heartland’s cultural norms.3 

Yet, ample evidence that the Qing government customized its treatment of 
different regions and peoples necessitates judicious comparative research that 
contextualizes each component within a cohesive framework. One of many 
examples is the variety of tactics that Qing emperors and their highest advisors 
used to manage difficulties when merchants under their control conducted 
business with foreign counterparts. They were keenly aware that policies 
applicable to one area, for instance Canton or Mongolia, could not be enacted 
with comparable effectiveness in Tibet or Xinjiang. English and Russian traders 
came to be kept firmly on the border of the realm, while Newaris, Kashmiris, and 
“Andijanis” (a blanket term for most Muslim merchants from Central Asia) were 
permitted to travel across the border and trade in multiple cities across the Inner 
Asian borderlands, from Lhasa to Yarkand to Gansu. Although some precedents 
from one region could be applied elsewhere, especially when the massive 
overhaul of existing regulations and practices was deemed to be the ideal 
solution for a major crisis, even a committed regional specialist must 
                                                               
1 Di Cosmo, “Qing Colonial Administration in Inner Asia,” The International History Review, 
20.2 (1998): 287−309, and Perdue, China Marches West: The Qing Conquest of Central 
Eurasia (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2010). 
2  See John E. Herman, Amid the Clouds and Mist: China’s Colonization of Guizhou, 
1200−1700 (Harvard East Asian Monographs, 2007), and David Brophy, “The Kings of 
Xinjiang: Muslim Elites and the Qing Empire,” Etudes Orientales 25 (2008): 69−90. 
3 See Laura Hostetler, Qing Colonial Enterprise: Ethnography and Cartography in Early 
Modern China (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), and Emma J. Teng, Taiwan's 
Imagined Geography: Chinese Colonial Travel Writing and Pictures, 1683−1895 (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2006). 
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acknowledge that both the emperor and his advisors in Beijing, and quite 
possibly the highest-ranking regional officials, solved problems that arose in 
particular locales with strategies partly informed by practices elsewhere in the 
empire.4 To analyze both similar and disparate applications of governmental 
control, specialists in different frontier segments must open wide dialogues with 
each other so that common problems can be explored from multiple angles that 
draw upon diverse reservoirs of local expertise. 

A second theme of the workshop was to question the utility of defining the 
Qing frontier purely in spatial terms. Some participants argued that instead of 
trying to identify its physical limits or where it abutted what may be considered 
non-frontier areas, the Qing frontier was embodied in its native inhabitants and 
natural resources, which were all mobile. Therefore, the frontier changed shape, 
depending on where these people and things were located. Owen Lattimore’s 
paradigmatic interpretation of frontier as a zone rather than just a linear boundary 
still harbors insights, as can be seen from the following essays, but has been 
complicated by the subsequent proliferation of perspectives bifurcating the 
concept of the “Qing frontier” into two distinct zones. One is the inner frontier, 
forming the interface between the provinces of “China proper” and imperial 
territories falling outside Han Chinese political and cultural norms, and the other 
is an outer one representing the territory on either side of the international 
borders separating the Qing empire from its neighbors.5 Both internal and 
external frontiers were marked by the presence of administrative apparatuses 
enforcing Qing control over the physical and human resources of specific places 
by trying to clarify and enforce boundaries and, in doing so, restrict or prohibit 
movement. In many cases, however, the Qing state also promoted or tolerated 
political, economic, and social connections that appeared to extend or reinforce 
Qing authority, whether that authority concerned the way in which sojourning 
Chinese merchants played a key role in the financing of Qing rule in Xinjiang or 
concerned the structure of the court’s “tributary system,” identified by John King 
Fairbank and Ssu-yü Teng as a means by which the Qing tried to augment its 
political and economic centrality.6 Certain internal and external frontiers were 
                                                               
4 See for instance the work of Laura J. Newby on the ramifications of policies emerging from 
Kiakhta on the Xinjiang frontier: The Empire and the Khanate: A Political History of Qing 
Relations with Khoqand, 1760–1860 (Leiden: Brill, 2005). 
5 Lattimore, Inner Asian Frontiers of China (New York: American Geographical Society, 
1940). 
6 “On the Ch’ing Tributary System,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 60.2 (June 1941): 
135–246. Fairbank and Teng’s conceptualization of the tributary system as an instrument for 
Chinese empires to maintain a leading role in East Asian international relations generated 
debates that are still flourishing, as seen in recent works such as Zhang Feng, “Re-thinking the 
‘Tribute System’: Broadening the Conceptual Horizon of Historical East Asian Politics,” 
Chinese Journal of International Politics 2 (2009): 545–74. 
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therefore marked with careful precision by guard posts that functioned as 
checkpoints for the movement of people and goods across borders, yet the 
vitality of non-state forces connecting rather than separating different frontiers 
could blur or render meaningless even the strictest of centralized controls. 
Transnational groups also had complex relations with the Qing state and its 
frontiers. The Tibetan Buddhist clergy, for instance, was not only present in 
some form throughout almost all corners of the empire, but also projected its 
influence beyond the bounds of Qing rule into places as distant as Buriatia, 
Bhutan, and Ladakh.7 Similarly, overlapping groups of Han Chinese merchants 
were present in virtually all corners of the empire and established robust 
networks linking both inner and outer frontiers with communities in places far 
beyond the spheres of Qing hard and soft power.8  

Therefore many of the essays presented in the workshop, instead of 
concentrating on state-centered institutions for staking territorial ownership or 
monitoring and manipulating the economic, social, and cultural activities of 
certain populations, emphasized instead the mutability of the Qing frontier. From 
this perspective, Qing official rhetoric stressing static and absolute definitions of 
the frontier, with occasional changes in territorial dimensions being the result of 
policy choices, was shown to exist alongside flows of persons, things, and ideas 
that made the imperial frontier fluid, porous, and sometimes nebulous. For 
people who inhabited those zones, the very concept of a frontier was 
fundamentally imaginary. For them, the frontier was not only their primary 
environment, rather than the alien and marginal space imagined by people living 
in the imperial heartland, but was also the source of identity markers that bound 
them to one another and differentiated them from people in the Qing interior or 
“non-frontier.” How these traits, whether related to material lifestyle, social 
organization, or spiritual beliefs, evolved is as or more important than the 
shifting of a boundary in any given direction resulting from an agreement 
between states, or demands from the imperial capital for resources and displays 
of political allegiance.  

The following four papers were selected to offer a cross-section of the diverse 
approaches to Qing frontier history presented at the conference. Mark Elliott and 
C. Patterson Giersch offer thematic surveys across broad swaths of time and 
                                                               
7 For one study of the wide-ranging geographic interests of the Tibetan Buddhist clergy under 
Qing rule, see Toni Huber, The Holy Land Reborn: Pilgrimage and the Tibetan Reinvention of 
Buddhist India (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
8 On the role of Han merchants, see, for instance, James A. Millward, Beyond the Pass: 
Economy, Ethnicity, and Empire in Qing Central Asia, 1759−1864 (Stanford, CA:    
Stanford University Press, 1998) and Yingcong Dai, “The Qing State, Merchants and the 
Military Labor Force in the Jinchuan Campaigns,” Late Imperial China 22.2 (December 2001): 
35−90.  



Introduction: Interfaces in Qing Frontier History 333 

space. Using different approaches, both tackle the key question of how to balance 
circumstances on individual frontiers with the “Qing frontier” as a unifying 
analytical concept. Elliott, commencing with a historiographical and philological 
retrospective, seeks to outline “the significance of the Qing period for the 
Chinese frontier and, conversely, to suggest some of the ways in which research 
on the frontier occupies a place of special significance for Qing studies,” with the 
ultimate aim of finding themes under which “to gather the histories of the Qing 
frontier into a common narrative.” He urges us to pay careful attention to 
elements of frontier management that can be distinguished as distinctively 
“Qing.” Based on the case of the Great Wall, the function and significance of 
which changed markedly from the Ming to the Qing periods, Elliott points to the 
Manchu construction of “a frontier of inclusion” that emerged from a clearer and 
more intimate understanding of the politics and culture of the steppe, in contrast 
to previous Chinese dynasties’ attempts to maintain physical, social, and mental 
barriers between themselves and peoples beyond a given pale. His analysis 
concludes on a cultural note, suggesting not only that conceptions of frontier 
territories had “been given a truly different meaning under Manchu rule,” but 
also that a “distinctive Qing sensibility” had come to exist among some members 
of its diverse imperial elite. 

Taking up the question of commerce and its role in linking together the Qing 
realm and the world beyond, Giersch offers a thought-provoking comparative 
outline of conditions on the northwestern and southwestern edges of the Qing 
realm. Drawing into dialogue a wide range of recent and classic scholarship on 
Xinjiang, Yunnan, Taiwan, and other regions, he points out the intimate ties 
between commerce and empire-building and the consequences of this link for 
local communities in regions crucial for the Qing imperial economy. At the same 
time, he stresses the need to look beyond the Qing state to see how commercial 
connections and developments shaped cultural change at the level of local 
society. This analysis, he argues, should not limit itself to changes in indigenous 
society occasioned by migration, deeper bureaucratic control, and economic 
enterprises like mining, but should also examine “the transformative effect of 
borderlands encounters on Chinese society.” This leads him to a reflection on the 
relevance of scholarship from the field of American history for the study of the 
Qing frontier. Here he poses the question of whether current scholarship on the 
Qing frontier simply reinforces, rather than challenges, “existing understandings 
of center as more important or advanced than borderlands.” Like Elliott, he 
concludes with a look at the cultural world of those whose lives in some sense 
lay across frontiers, specifically in regard to those based in the Yunnanese towns 
of Heshun and Xizhou. Their seeming paradoxes—landlocked but modern at a 
time when modernity was largely associated with the coast, rural and peripheral 
to China’s economic core but prosperous through global connections, 
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conspicuously Confucian but intimately tied to Burma and the world 
beyond—suggest that we need to “conceive anew the spatiality of China,” 
beginning with the long-distance connections forged by merchants. 

Complementing the broad canvas of Elliott and Giersch, essays by Hung 
Li-wan and by the authorial trio of Onuma Takahiro, Kawahara Yoyoi, and 
Shioya Akifumi reveal the insights that are to be gained by an intimate 
familiarity with conditions in one part of the Qing frontier, excavated using 
multilingual scholarship and painstaking research. The paper by Onuma, 
Kawahara, and Shioya begins with seemingly irreconcilable interpretations of the 
early Qing-Khoqand relationship: a Qing-centered view suggesting that Khoqand 
“submitted” to become a Qing tributary, and a Central-Asian-centered view that 
Khoqand was hesitant, or perhaps even hostile, toward the rising Qing state. 
After providing a detailed review of the international context of this encounter 
and the diplomacy it entailed, these researchers show that the reason for this 
diverging viewpoint must be sought in the translation of the Persian and Turki 
correspondence into Manchu. Thus, the Khoqandi ruler Irdana’s original 
profession of friendship and sincerity becomes, in Manchu translation, an 
expression of submission and eternal obedience. Such ambivalence, they hint, 
was facilitated by frontier translators whose finesse allowed diverging political 
worlds to meet in relative harmony. The authors also demonstrate the 
far-reaching ramifications of relations with Khoqand for Qing diplomacy toward 
Bukhara. In doing so, they reveal that Qing officials were far from naïve or 
complacent in their reading of international politics. Having undertaken their 
own intelligence-gathering, they were alert to the fact that Irdana might be 
planning to use close relations with the Qing to pursue his own political 
ambitions toward Bukhara, a possibility they hoped to avoid. In the course of 
their analysis, Onuma and his co-authors show that Qing archival sources shed 
light on phenomena occurring beyond the empire’s frontiers, helping us better 
understand the early history of Khoqand and the state of Central Asian 
international relations in the 1760s. Their insights into Qing policy making and 
intelligence-gathering, firmly rooted on the Xinjiang frontier, can inspire 
parallels with similar situations elsewhere.9 

In an intricate and far-ranging study, Hung Li-wan examines conditions on the 
Taiwan frontier throughout the age of Qing rule and into the early Japanese 
colonial period, through the emergence of a distinct Kaxabu group from the 
larger Pazzehe confederation to which they once belonged. To accomplish this, 
she examines travelogues, expedition records, newspapers, fieldwork data, 

                                                               
9 For another study of translation and intelligence gathering on the Qing frontier, see 
Yanagisawa Akira, “Some Remarks on the ‘Addendum to the Treaty of Kiakhta’ in 1768,” The 
Memoirs of the Toyo Bunko, 63 (2005): 65–88. 
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surveys, and interviews, to uncover the many interactive factors influencing 
identity among Taiwanese aboriginal groups. One source of crucial influence on 
identity formation was the policies of the Qing court, which rewarded the Anli 
she (tribe) for its military loyalty by granting it central jurisdiction over other 
groups such as the Puzili she, which would eventually become known as the 
Kaxabu. Other elements such as local topography and ecology also influenced 
the economies and livelihoods of different groups and reinforced existing 
distinctions within polities like the Pazzehe. The growth of Han migration in 
Taiwan demanded or allowed constant political and social adjustments as well. 
Finally, the introduction of new modes of studying and reifying identity, such as 
Japanese colonial forms of ethnic classification, had a deep impact. Drawing all 
of these elements into her investigation, Hung concludes, “historical research on 
the aborigines in Qing Taiwan…not only brings to light how frontier governance 
policy of the imperial Qing court molded the local society in Taiwan, but also 
offers the theoretical basis for examining the living environment, human 
interaction and social characteristics of the border region of Taiwan.” 

In sum, these four papers represent the essence of what the workshop sought to 
accomplish: questioning and improving current understandings of the Qing 
frontier by creating more nuanced and integrated forms of scholarship. This 
integration can take many forms: the comparison or synthesis of findings drawn 
from different regions of the Qing frontier (for example, Inner Asian versus 
maritime), or from different national scholarly traditions—as exemplified by the 
work of Elliott and Giersch, or the careful study of multilingual source-material 
to demonstrate how particular communities were influenced both by their 
interactions with the Qing state and other aspects of the local political, economic, 
ecological, and cultural environment, as in the works of Hung, Onuma, 
Kawahara, and Shioya. Creatively dissolving certain assumptions, for instance 
that Han Chinese shaped the frontier more than they were shaped by it, or that 
frontiers are peripheral and parochial, sets the stage for the construction of a 
more sophisticated historiography about the Qing frontier. 
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