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Abstract

This article focuses on the British annexation of the Dai territories in the border zone of Qing
China and Burma in the late nineteenth century. It investigates the coercive force used by
the British to secure control of the territory and its people, which was asserted on the basis
of having had tributary relations with the earlier kingdom of Burma. In this case, I argue
that the use of violence as a means to an end is better understood when separated into the
mutually reinforcing forms of armed and bureaucratic violence. In these two forms, violent
force shaped a practice—a mode of operation—that facilitated and secured British governance
in the large territories separating the Chinese Qing state from British Burma. The article is
part of a larger investigation that connects British operations on the empire’s much-varied
northeastern frontier from the Brahmaputra eastwards into Yunnan, in two periods of its
expansion in the early and late nineteenth century.

Keywords: Borderlands; Shan states; British Burma; Yunnan; colonial conquest

In the mid- to late nineteenth century, three imperial forces advanced on the bor-
derlands between Yunnan in China and the kingdom of Burma. The British advanced
from the west, the French from the southeast, and the Qing forces from the east,
thus making their dominance known in more assertive ways. These borderland ter-
ritories comprised many small polities, mostly under Dai saohpas (heads of polities;
transcribed from Burmese: sawbwa). At the turn of the nineteenth century, British
operations were under the control of the British East India Company, which acted
as if the eastern imperial frontier had no fixed outer boundary. Half a century later,
this mercantile corporation was long gone. British forces, under direct British rule in
Burma, encroached on Chin, Jinghpaw (Kachin), Karen, Dai, and other polities to incor-
porate them under British rule and to secure British access to China’s markets via the
region’s overland routes. Having conquered the kingdom of Burma in war, the British
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claimed sovereignty over all the lands that had tributary relations to the former king
of Burma.

This article focuses on the period between the annexation of Burma in 1886 and
the establishment of formal control of the Dai polities within two decades after the
annexation. It investigates the coercive force used by the British to secure control of
both territory and people. I argue that in this case, the use of violence to reach an end
is better understood when separated into the mutually reinforcing forms of armed
and bureaucratic violence. Violent force in these two forms shaped a practice—a mode
of operation—that facilitated and secured British governance in the large territories
separating the Qing state from British Burma. It prepares the way for questions about
the histories of the modes of operation that can only be understood by focusing on
actual events on the ground rather than on imperial policies and politics. This explains
why this article extends in a more limited way into the ethnography of the people in
the Dai polities, as it targets the acts and deliberations of the British officers who were
ordered to control and settle the eastern territories, named the Shan States.!

This mountainous region was constituted of a large number of small and interre-
lated polities, some under Jinghpaw and Han Chinese rulers, but the absolute majority
under Dai heads or saohpas. For the sake of simplicity, but still acknowledging the
exceptions, I refer to the polities as ‘Dai’ when discussing the whole territory. For
centuries, this region had functioned as a buffer for surrounding stronger kingdoms
and the Chinese empire. The importance of the polities’ geographically strategic loca-
tion can be traced to the Ming dynasty, when the earliest relations between the
Chinese imperial administration and saohpas can be found.? External government con-
trol increased under Qing rule, but the territory was still treated as a buffer zone.
In this multi-ethnic region there were also webs of communication that connected
totrade routes to Tibet, India, and the ports on the Indian Ocean. Existing on the
Ming and Qing imperial frontiers of Burma and southern Asia, the region was sen-
sitive to disturbances. In the late nineteenth century, new imperial actors—the British
and French—moved armed forces into these tracts and colonized territory with claims
to sovereignty and fixed borders. This article centres on the time when the political
equation changed.’

As the history of this region has been cut apart not only by imperial powers into
nation-states but also by the academic community into Area Studies, many concep-
tions of the larger trajectories collide. British India and, successively, British Burma
scholars, for obvious reasons, take the word ‘colonial’ and ‘colonialism’ for granted to
explain the British encroachments and conquests of the western Dai polities. However,

!Gunnel Cederldf, Founding an Empire on India’s North-Eastern Frontiers, 1790-1840: Climate, Commerce, Polity
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2014).

“Christian Daniels, ‘The Mongol-Yuan in Yunnan and Prototai/Tai Polities during the 13th-14th
Centuries’, Journal of the Siam Society, vol. 106, 2018, pp. 201-243; Jianxiong Ma, ‘The Zhaozhou Bazi Society
in Yunnan: Historical Process in the Bazi Basin Environmental System during the Ming Period (1368-
1643)’, in Environmental History in East Asia: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, (ed.) Ts'ui-jung Liu (Abingdon and
New York: Routledge, 2014).

3Gunnel Cederldf, ‘Tracking Routes: Imperial Competition in the Late-Nineteenth Century Burma-
China Borderlands’, in Flows and Frictions in Trans-Himalayan Spaces: Histories of Networking and Border
Crossing, (eds) Gunnel Cederlsf and Willem van Schendel. Asian Borderlands (Amsterdam: Amsterdam
University Press, 2022), pp. 80-82.
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the Qing forces that made their presence more forcefully known in the eastern poli-
ties operated within the bureaucratic frameworks already in place. The location of
the geopolitical border running north to south was not a given beforehand, whether
placed east of one polity or west of another. During the period under discussion here,
the Dai saohpas were in communication with each other and acted in different ways
to influence the Chinese, the British, the Siamese, and the French so as to keep as
much autonomy and security for themselves as possible. This ought to make histo-
rians more cautious when using ‘colonial’ to mean ‘more of the same’, as in studies of
British India, while being conceptually and empirically blind to the profound connec-
tions and interdependences of the Dai territories, including those under Chinese rule.
These are important elements for linking South Asian and East Asian historiographies
and overcoming some of the blind spots of history.

The large tract of broken hills lying between lowland Burma and highland Yunnan
extends roughly 500 kilometres east-west and north-south, and the difference in alti-
tude from lowland Burma to the high plateau is 1,500 metres. Political and economic
centres were located in flat oblong basins that comprised farmlands surrounded by
mountains. A polity’s main village, the regular marts, and almost all towns were
located here, whereas its realm extended to the mountains surrounding the basin.
Jianxiong Ma shows how an institutional arrangement of intermarriage allowed the
power of the saohpas to be shared by all saohpa families. This system reduced conflicts
and created a certain dynamism across the entire region where travel, trade, and other
operations could be made to gravitate in directions away from outside pressures.*

Studying how British officers and officials exerted force behind sovereign claims
in this region is to study practices and procedures. Such a purpose does not bene-
fit much from beginning with assumptions about general imperial policy and global
conflicts. In contrast, we need a perspective from the ground and to observe every-
day encounters. During these early years, such encounters shaped relations between
ruler and ruled, when authority was grafted onto spaces by acts of force and violence
in particular places.’ The often discussed ‘men-on-the-spot’ phrase comes into focus
here. This expression dates from 1960, when it was introduced by the historian John
Galbraith as a factor of imperial expansion in the periphery.® He argued that the men-
on-the-spot were the highly placed governors, who were more eager for conquering

“Jianxiong Ma, ‘The Dowry Land System and Chieftains of Shan-Dai Borderlands between Yunnan and
Burmese Kingdoms from the Ming to the Qing Dynasties: The Construction of a Decentralized Institution
in the Frontier’, The India-China Corridor Workshop ‘Between Yunnan and Bengal: Process Geographies
in the Making of Modern Asia’, Yunnan Minzu University, Kunming, China, 17-19 April 2018, pp. 15-16;
Bin Yang, Between Winds and Clouds: The Making of Yunnan (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008),
Chapter 2; Hariprasad Ray, ‘Southern Silk Route: A Perspective’, in The Southern Silk Road, (ed.) Lipi Ghosh
(New Delhi: Manohar, 2019), pp. 29-33; Jianxiong Ma, ‘The Road Towards All under Heaven Cosmology:
The Bazi Basin Society in West Yunnan’, in Flows and Frictions in Trans-Himalayan Spaces, (eds) Cederlsf and
Van Schendel, pp. 54-55; Bin Yang, ‘Horse, Silver, and Cowries: Yunnan in a Global Perspective’, in The
Southern Silk Road, (ed.) Ghosh, pp. 96-102.

*The discussion on ‘practice’ and place draws on the study by Gunnel Cederldf, ‘Becoming and Being a
Subject: An Introduction’, in Subjects, Citizens and Law: Colonial and Independent India, (eds) Gunnel Cederlof
and Sanjukta Das Gupta (New Delhi and London: Routledge, 2017).

‘John S. Galbraith, ‘The “Turbulent Frontier” as a Factor in British Expansion’, Comparative Studies in
Society and History, vol. 2, no. 2, 1960-1901.
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territory than the imperial or East India Company governing bodies in London. The
term has kept recurring in different debates across the years and is again being intro-
duced into studies of imperial frontiers. However, the wrestling between high and low
administration is no longer seen as a struggle between a secretary of state in London
and the man-on-the-spot in the form of a governor of India or Burma. He is now seen
as a low-level officer or civilian under British employment who headed an expedition
into frontier territories. These men often acted on their own initiative in situations
when formal administration had not been settled. Consequently, I argue that these
encounters often had a stronger impact on conditions and forms of governance than
decisions made in imperial courts or boards of government. This is why we may be bet-
ter assisted by focusing on the particular rather than seeking a universal logic. We may
even venture to say that the particular tended to inform the universal. This position
falls in line with arguments suggesting that men-on-the-spot were given substantial
discretion by a higher authority to enact exceptional solutions in a sphere of extensive
criminal law. Yet it seems somewhat paradoxical that such exceptionality, where frac-
tured and incomparable jurisdictions would form a universal way of ruling as a general
‘frontier governmentality’, extended all around the edges of the British imperial world,
as argued by Benjamin Hopkins. However, my argument is not made as a contribution
to the discussions about legal pluralisms, but instead casts doubt on the comparability
between the different British imperial frontiers. Even when we limit them to British
India, the frontiers were very far apart and the circumstances on the ground differed
in crucial ways.’

Until 1854-1855, there were three administrative frontiers: the North-Western,
the North-Eastern, and the South-Western. With the government headquar-
ters in Calcutta, the South-Western Frontier was located west-to-southwest of
Bengal—approximately the present state of Jharkhand. When this Frontier was
replaced by administrative districts in 1855, the frontier as a conception did not dis-
appear overnight. It was slowly subsumed into the new British colonial administrative
organization, as was the case in the new Chota Nagpur Division. Referring to the exten-
sive government forest lands, K. Sivaramakrishnan concludes, ‘The gap between rule
and practice ... was not closed. By dropping the operation to reconcile the record and
the rule, the government allowed these discrepancies in protected forest management
in southwest Bengal to remain as “technical infringements” and become the historical
provenance of the region as a zone of anomaly’ As with the Free Hills in Willem van
Schendel’s article in this Forum, this frontier was also surrounded by British territory.®

In contrast, the North-Western Frontier faced powerful Afghan and Persian poli-
ties. Magnus Marsden and Benjamin Hopkins describe how the Persian counterpart
referred to a political universe in textual sources and notions of states with sovereign

’Cederldf, Founding an Empire, pp. 34, 60; Thomas Simpson, The Frontier in British India: Space, Science,
and Power in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), p. 15; Benjamin D.
Hopkins, ‘The Frontier Crimes Regulation and Frontier Governmentality’, Journal of Asian Studies, vol. 74,
no. 2, 2015, p. 370; Elizabeth Kolsky, ‘The Colonial Rule of Law and the Legal Regime of Exception: Frontier
“Fanaticism” and State Violence in British India’, American Historical Review, vol. 120, no. 4, 2015, p. 1219.

8K. Sivaramakrishnan, Modern Forests: Statemaking and Environmental Change in Colonial Eastern India
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), p. 186; Willem van Schendel, ‘A Hole in the British Empire:
The “Free Hills” Between India and Burma’, in this Forum.
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territorial claims that were influenced by European Enlightenment discourse. The
Afghans, on the other hand, argued their sovereign claims with reference to orally
transmitted tribal genealogies and allegiances via tributary relationships to the
Afghan Amir. The authors argue that by means of legislation, especially criminal law
as exemplified in the Frontier Crimes Regulation (1872), both people and space were
defined outside of a universal legal regime under the colonial sovereign. The ‘frontier
tribes’ belonged to a periphery created by the colonial state, ruled by a specific set of
administrative practices and norms, and substantiated by tribalism, nomadism, and
violence. Simultaneously inventing and partially codifying ‘tribal custom’ and ‘tradi-
tions’, such ‘frontier governmentality’ allowed for legalizing brutal force, unacceptable
elsewhere in the ‘settled districts’.’

The North-Eastern Frontier began in the late eighteenth century as an enormous
expansion zone under an agent where British colonial operations slowly advanced
from the Brahmaputra and eastwards, with China on the horizon. It encompassed both
large Mughal estates and small polities labelled ‘tribal’. In the late nineteenth century,
still not in control of all areas and as a result of the third Anglo-Burmese War, British
troops had reached China’s frontiers. Here they confronted what they first thought
of as primitive tribal states, but later realized that these polities had a long history.
They had been part of imperial China’s bureaucracy since the fourteenth century, with
tributary relations varying between the Chinese emperor and Burma’s king. This fron-
tier was negotiated and fought over by Qing Chinese, French, and Siamese forces, as
well as by the many small polities who found themselves squeezed between the giants.
Needless to say, all parties used violence. In unequal measures, everyone influenced
the forms of governing the Dai territories, which resulted from decades of disputes
and armed clashes between them. It was the specific encounters on the ground and
the conditions under which they took place that came to characterize the operations.
As this and other studies show, when violence was carried out by the British army
and administration, law was frequently made an instrument to legalize brutal violence
against villagers. However, during the British annexation of the Dai polities, a higher
authority often faced a fait accompli of lower-level officers’ actions and had to embrace
violent practices which were in conflict with law.!

At the time of British annexation in 1886, the Dai polities had been pressured from all
sides for more than a century. The Sino-Burma wars in the late eighteenth century saw
waves of Burmese soldiers moving across the Dai polities to reach the Mekong, followed
by Qing troops pushing them back to the Irrawaddy. Immigration of Han Chinese pop-
ulations into Yunnan formed an elite in the merchant towns in the eastern Dai polities,

“Magnus Marsden and Benjamin D. Hopkins, Fragments of the Afghan Frontier (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2011), pp. 43-44, 51; Hopkins, ‘The Frontier Crimes Regulation and Frontier
Governmentality’, pp. 370-371, 376-377; Kolsky, ‘The Colonial Rule of Law and the Legal Regime of
Exception’, p. 1223; Mark Condos, ‘Licence to Kill: The Murderous Outrages Act and the Rule of Law in
Colonial India,1867-1925’, Modern Asian Studies, vol. 50, no. 2, 2016, pp. 488-489.

oCederlsf, Founding an Empire, pp. 81-83, 128, 38-40; Cederldf, ‘Tracking Routes’, pp. 83-84; Sai Aung
Tun, History of the Shan State from Its Origins to 1962 (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2009), p. 125.
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thus causing friction and rebellion. The Du Wenxiu or Panthay rebellion (1856-1873)
took place as Qing state control in Yunnan weakened.'! In 1885, the Burmese court
was unable to control any part of the Dai territories, apart from the town of Lashio
and the road getting there. Eventually, the arrival of British forces brought down
the kingdom of Burma. The historian Sai Aung Tun shows how this period of uncer-
tainty also opened up divisions between different groups of allied saohpas. They fought
the Burmese king, the British, or other saohpas in succession wars. British officers
described this long period as a time of ‘chaos’, blaming Burma’s Kunbaung rulers and
claiming that British annexation would bring law and order to the country.'

The major reason for reaching China’s market on the overland routes changed in the
course of the nineteenth century. In the 1860s, the purpose was still to gain entry to the
communication routes and to reach the western market towns. Advocates for sending
missions across Dai territories into Yunnan pointed to the shorter distance compared
to using the sea routes and to less competition at the overland ports of entry. A compli-
cated and partly successful expedition in 1869, from Bhamo in north Burma to Tengyue
(Tengchong) and back again, was led by Major Edward B. Sladen (Figure 1). It was fol-
lowed by a disastrous second attempt in 1875, when the British diplomate Augustus
Margary was killed. The Rangoon Chamber of Commerce and Sladen himself had mis-
calculated the consequences of the Du Wenxiu rebellion. In 1869, Wenxiu’s governor at
Tengyue protected Sladen against Han merchants who otherwise would have fought
British competition on this most valuable of all routes. Sladen’s success can in fact
be limited to him and his men returning to Bhamo alive. With Wenxiu’s government
crushed in 1873, Margary was killed. Once British forces took control of the western
Dai polities, they aimed to extract hardwood and minerals, and legislated that forests
and mines were government property. A British consul was placed in Tengyue in 1897
to oversee trade with Burma and Yunnan. But the earlier enthusiasm for Yunnan’s
markets dampened in favour of extracting natural resources in the Dai territories.

*Panthay’ was the word used in Burma for the Yunnan Muslim population, the Hui, who led this

rebellion.

21 am grateful for discussions with Jianxiong Ma on these events in the Dai terriories. James George
Scott, Gazetteer of Upper Burma and the Shan States, 5 vols (Rangoon: The Superintendent, Government
Printing, Burma, 1900), pp. 291-294; Aung Tun, History of the Shan State, pp. 125-129.

BIndia Office Records (hereafter IOR), Selections from the Records of the Government of India, Foreign
Department, LXXIX, Official Narrative of the Expedition to Explore the Trade Routes to China via Bhamo,
by Major E. B. Sladen, 1868, Calcutta, 1870, para. 26. The Yantai Treaty (also the Chefoo or Zhefu
Convention), included three sections: 1) Compensation for the murder of the Consul A. R. Margary, 1875; 2)
Extraterritorial privileges of British subjects in China; 3) Removal of lijin, duty payment for foreign goods
in treaty ports. National Archives of India, Foreign Political Proceedings, 14.5.1832, No. 81, in Jayanta
Bhusan Bhattacharjee, Trade and Colony: The British Colonisation of North East India (Shillong: North East
India History Association, 2000), pp. 34-35; A. Bowers, Bhamo Expedition: Report on the Practicability of Re-
Opening the Trade Route, between Burma and Western China (Rangoon: American Mission Press, 1869), p. 8;
Cederl6f, Founding an Empire, p. 83; Gunnel Cederl6f, ‘Seeking China’s Back Door: On English Handkerchiefs
and Global Local Markets in the Early Nineteenth Century’, in Trans-Himalayan Borderlands: Livelihoods,
Territorialities, Modernities, (eds) Dan Smyer Yii and Jean Michaud (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University
Press, 2017), pp. 133, 141-142; Warren B, Walsh, ‘The Yunnan Myth’, The Far Eastern Quarterly, vol. 2, no. 3,
1943, pp. 273-278; Cederl6f, ‘Tracking Routes’, pp. 77-78; Emily Whewell, ‘Legal Mediators: British Consuls
in Tengyue (Western Yunnan) and the Burma-China Frontier Region, 1899-1931", Modern Asian Studies,
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Figure |I. Map of the Northern and Southern Shan States, including administrative borders. Source: Drawn by Laurie
Whiddon.

Competition for territory, natural resources, and commercial routes and mar-
kets soon intensified. In the late 1880s, French forces advanced via northern Annam

vol. 54, no. 1, 2020, p. 97; Yin Cao, ‘The Yunnan-Burma Railway, 1860s-1940s: Imagining, Planning and
Rejecting a Railway That Was Never Built’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, vol. 54, no. 2, 2023, pp. 6-8.
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towards Yunnan from their recently annexed lands in Indochina. Coastal Annam and
Tonkin promised minerals and hardwood and, like the British, the French too planned
for a railway line to Kunming. British and French encroachments and conquests of ter-
ritories, as they sought plants and minerals for their value as commodities on global
markets, can certainly be analysed as ‘commodity frontiers’ in Jason Moore’s revision
of the concept. Even though beyond the scope of this article, Moore’s critical remark
about the ‘slippery category’ of frontier is worth pointing out. The frontier is simulta-
neously a particular kind of socio-spatial movement at the edge of capital expansion
(a space-of-flows) and a kind of place where uncommodified land still remains (the
space-of-places). The Dai polities, with long histories of channelling high-value flows,
much of which for the purpose of accumulating capital long before British and French
annexation, will require yet another revision of the concept ‘commodity frontier’ to
be applied to the study of this region. Here, strong Han merchant trading houses
channelled tea, textiles, and other valuable goods on the mule caravan transporta-
tion routes for the international markets before the onslaught of European conquests.
Such capital-driven trade also had a transformative impact on the places of produc-
tion. The two European powers finally came face to face at the powerful Dai polity of
Kengtung and the geopolitical border between them was agreed in 1896. The border
commissions’ work was concluded along most of Yunnan’s western borders in 1899.1

To address their lack of information about the Dai lands and polities, well-armed
survey expeditions were sent to meet the saohpas in the Dai polities and to demand
their submission to British rule. Borrowing from Bérénice Guyot-Réchard’s terminol-
ogy, British rule in the Dai territories was that of a fair-weather affair, as they were
capable of reaching these territories only in the dry season.'> The first British head-
quarters were established as Fort Stedman near Yawnghwe at Lake Inle in 1887. They
later moved to Taunggyi, 17 kilometres north of Fort Stedman as the bird flies.'® When
the Shan States province was bifurcated into northern and southern divisions in 1888,
a northern headquarters at Lashio was established on the River Yaw 200 kilometres

“philippe Le Failler, ‘Creating the Political Borderlines of the French Colonial Empire in Indochina:
An Example of the Using of the Ethnic Minority, the White Thai of Lai Chau (Vietnam)’, Thai-Yunnan
Project Newsletter, no. 28, 1993, pp. 15-16; Thuy Linh Nguyen, ‘Coal Mining, Forest Management and
Deforestation in French Colonial Vietnam’, Environment and History, vol. 26, no. 2, 2021, pp. 258, 61; Jean-
Francois Rousseau, ‘An Imperial Railway Failure: The Indochina-Yunnan Railway, 1898-1941", Journal of
Transport History, vol.35,no0.1,2014, pp. 1-17;Jianxiong Ma, ‘Salt and Revenue in Frontier Formation: State
Mobilized Ethnic Politics in the Yunnan-Burma Borderland since the 1720°, Modern Asian Studies, vol. 48,
no. 6, 2014, pp. 1638-1639; Cederldf, ‘Tracking Routes’, pp. 82-85; Christian Daniels, ‘Strategic Fluidity:
Expansion by Kengtung (Chiang Tung) into Siam-controlled Lan Na, 1869-1892’, in this Forum; Jason
Moore, ‘Sugar and the Expansion of the Early Modern World-Economy: Commodity Frontiers, Ecological
Transformation, and Industrialization’, Review (Fernand Braudel Center), vol. 23, no. 3, 2000, pp. 411-412;
Jianxiong Ma and Cunzhao Ma, ‘The Mule Caravans as Cross-Border Networks: Local Bands and Their
Stretch on the Frontier between Yunnan and Burma’, in Myanmar’s Mountain and Maritime Borderscapes:
Practices, Boundary-Making and Fitured Worlds, (ed.) Su-Ann Oh (Singapore: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute,
2016), pp. 237-238, 245-246.

15Bérénice Guyot-Réchard, Shadow States: India, China and the Himalayas, 1910-1962 (Cambridge; New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2018).

16 Aung Tun, History of the Shan State, p. 137.
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northeast of Mandalay (Figure 1)."” Arthur Hedding Hildebrand was appointed super-
intendent of the Shan States; James George Scott was made his assistant and was
promoted to superintendent of the Northern Shan States in 1891.'8 From their reports,
itappears as if their methods of working were very different. They read as if Hildebrand
preferred peaceful and persuasive negotiations whereas Scott spoke by the force of
arms. However, it was primarily their mode of writing reports that differed. Scott,
arriving in Burma as a journalist who had published short stories, expressed the drama
and gallantry of his mission, while Hildebrand conveyed success, order, and the peace-
ful signing of treaties in agreement with the saohpas. Mistakenly, we may understand
their texts as if Scott was the army officer and Hildebrand the administrator. However,
despite their different narratives, they both used armed and bureaucratic violence
when British governance was put in place.

To discuss encounters involving rifles and guns as armed violence is to state the
obvious. A bureaucracy, in contrast, is at times described as a switchboard run by offi-
cials, working according to rules, busy redistributing revenue for the benefit of the
state and people. Such a deceptively neutral representation may divert attention away
from a bureaucracy’s capacity to forcibly control people and transform societies into
the image of the intentions of those that organized and oversaw administrative work.
In the Dai territories, bureaucratic practice often took judicial forms, which served to
hide armed violence. References to laws and rules played a central part in reports from
the field when officers explained the necessity of firing on villagers when carrying out
administrative tasks.

There are important studies of colonial bureaucracies and authoritarian regimes
that rest on the premise of coercive instruments forcefully applied by the ruling power.
Thus, bureaucracy is analysed as such a tool, which makes violence work through
bureaucratic practice. Step by step, an underlying structure is put in place. This infras-
tructure changes the conditions for the polities so fundamentally that, eventually, its
effects cannot be undone. Borrowing from Tania Murray Li, it conquers and repurposes
the landscape and subordinates people and law to new goals. Violence materializes, as
in the case of Indonesian palm oil plantations, which Li conceptualizes as ‘infrastruc-
tural violence’. Violence is in-built and has material fixity."” The argument resembles
Foucault’s frequently referenced study on the isolated prison world, which exercises
indiscriminate discursive control through the hidden surveillance of a panopticon as a
forceful instrument of disciplining power. Colonial bureaucracies are among those that
at times are analysed as such authoritarian disciplining regimes. However, in our case,
the conception has the weakness of presuming a fully developed institution whereas,
in the Dai territories, there was a bureaucratic institution in the making and a regime
that was far from being in control. Li’s point is also reminiscent of David Graeber’s work

IOR, Report on the Administration of the Shan States, 1888-1889, p. 6.

8] jeutenant H. Daly was the superintendent of the northern divisions from 1888-1891, when Scott
took charge, and Hildebrand of the southern divisions from 1888. IOR, Report on the Administration
of the Northern Shan States (ARNSS), 1890-1891, p. 1. Aung Tun, History of the Shan State, p. 147; G.
E. Mitton (Lady Scott) (ed.), Scott of the Shan Hills: Orders and Impressions (London: John Murray, 1936),
pp. 72, 77.

Tania Murray Li, ‘After the Land Grab: Infrastructural Violence and the “Mafia System” in Indonesia’s
0Oil Palm Plantation Zones’, Geoforum, vol. 96, 2018, pp. 328-337.
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on the rule-based state that exercises power and violence through its bureaucracy. It
is then seen as a form of structural violence, as can occur in the forms of race, sex,
gender, class, or privilege. For Graeber, violence need not be acted out, but simply be
present as a threat, so that it embodies the ‘social relations [that] the pervasive threat
of violence makes possible’. For the individual, it arrives as psychological violence.
His argument is helpful to our discussion. In this way, violence can be distinguished
from aggression. John and Jean Comaroff’s concept of ‘lawfare’ may be borrowed from
its post-colonial context to understand British colonial bureaucracy. Lawfare uses ‘its
own rules ... to impose a sense of order upon its subordinates by means of violence
rendered legible, legal and legitimate by its own sovereign word’. As will be argued,
bureaucratic practice as exercised in the Dai polities rested on ‘the violence inherent
in the law, to commit acts of political coercion, even erasure’. The emphasis on prac-
tice is crucial for understanding the working of bureaucratic order in these polities. It
was dcted out in particular places and did not only refer to rules, it also made the rules.
It is about how things were done.?

Officers like Hildebrand and Scott were vested with armed and bureaucratic force,
and yet they depended on trust. They had to come to speaking terms with the lead-
ership of the Dai polities, such as the stubbornly resisting influential saohpas of
Kengtung and Mong Nai (Figure 1); if not, the bureaucratic grid being laid out would
break. The colonial state rarely had the capacity simply to keep a colonized population
under the boot. These were not white settler territories or regions long under colonial
rule such as the Madras Presidency or parts of Bengal. The intention was that they
would become directly ruled imperial provinces, and they were usually heavily under-
staffed. In these situations, the assumed peremptory power of the colonial state tends
to be exaggerated and therefore misleading.

In British Burma, as in British India’s North-Eastern Frontier, merchants and their
representatives preceded the armed and civil forces. From the Brahmaputra valley
to the borders of Yunnan, commercial operations and alliances prepared the way
by integrating into markets and a business society at large. In Burma, the mer-
chants and European chambers of commerce were impatiently pushing a reluctant
British Government of India to support commercial missions and improve the trans-
port infrastructure between Burma and Yunnan.?! Treaties and agreements left paw
prints for administrators and army generals to follow. However, at times of military
advance and conquest, even when supported by a native allied force, mutual trust was
ephemeral. There were many competing interests, even within the colonial apparatus.

The request for uniformity was a constantly recurring complication for British
administrators. Surveyors and revenue officers in India’s North-Eastern Frontier, who
settled territorial control and assessed the value of land and produce, struggled
throughout the early decades of the nineteenth century with how to apply bureau-
cratic control in a uniform way across enormously varied territories. The colonial

»David Graeber, The Utopia of Rules: On Technology, Stupidity, and the Secret Joys of Bureaucracy (Brooklyn;
London: Melville House, 2015), pp. 58-60, 67; Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison
(London: Penguin Books, 1991 [1975]), pp. 141-149; Jean Comaroff and John L. Comaroff, ‘Law and Disorder
in the Postcolony: An Introduction’, in Law and Disorder in the Postcolony, (eds) Jean Comaroff and John L.
Comaroff (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2006), p. 30.

“Cederldf, ‘Tracking Routes’, pp. 78-79; Cao, ‘The Yunnan-Burma Railway’, pp. 2, 5-6.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25101352 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25101352

628 Gunnel Cederlsf

administration’s conception of land revenue caused conflicts in the accounts as it was
based on fixed ideas of landscapes and productive tasks, as in classifications of owner-
ship and land types. This led to dramatic confrontations with natural realities as well as
conflicts with existing regional political hierarchies and land and revenue relations.?
The Dai region was similarly characteristic of varied natural conditions, multi-layered
social and political landscapes, mobile populations, and unstable and permeable bor-
ders. Competing for control against two other empires added extra strain and urgency.
This colonial frontier was a moving target.”

In the formation of governance, armed and bureaucratic violence were part of the
same force of subjugation and operated by officers who held a gun in one hand and a
pen in the other. Missions comprising mostly military officers and troops, who were
ordered to fix the amount of annual tribute, could end by burning the village that
had been targeted for the tribute. In this way, British operations fuelled the turbulent
situation in the years following British annexation, when violent conflicts escalated
within the Dai territories, involving troops under European, Chinese, and Dai rulers.
Yet interest, ambition, and purpose separated the many actors, and between groups
the odds were extremely uneven. With such a pattern, it is unproductive to disconnect
the two forms of operation as one armed and violent, and the other civil, bureaucratic,
and peaceful. Here, bureaucracy was a violent force per se.

Open conflicts followed the death of King Mindon and the succession of Thibaw in 1878.
There were those in the Burmese elite who wanted to reform the state and those who
wanted the kingdom to secure the old order with its many privileges—what the his-
torian Thant Myint-U calls a conflict between reformists and royalists.?* Throughout
Thibaw’s reign, the European merchant community exerted external pressures on the
kingdom’s economy and the British Resident in Burma acted in domestic disputes to
secure British interests. All in all, the economy staggered under aggressive British
competition within the external and inner markets. Poor cotton harvests and falling
world prices pulled down cotton and silk manufactures, and cheap British products
outrivalled Burmese piece-goods. The oil industry declined, and financial speculation
affected trade and credit. Myint-U concludes that the situation reflected the weak-
ness of the Burmese state. While gaining immediate access to the Dai territories after
the fall of Thibaw, the British also faced social upheaval and civil war in the region—
an anarchic warlike situation west of the Salween River in Aung Tun’s words. Strong
groups of allied saohpas formed. One grew out of the Mong Nai saohpa’s conflict with
Burma’s royal court. Having been King Mindon’s favourite, the saohpa turned into King
Thibaw’s enemy. Heavy taxation was one of the reasons for the saohpa and his allies
to revolt against Burmese rule. The saohpa took refuge in the equally strong yet more
inaccessible Kengtung polity in the east. Several more among the minor saohpas allied
in what became a confederacy, which proposed the Burmese Prince Limbin to act as a

2Cederlsf, Founding an Empire, Chapter 5.

BCederlst, ‘Tracking Routes’, p. 79; Van Schendel and Cederléf, ‘Flows and Frictions’, pp. 11-12.

*Thant Myint-U, The Making of Modern Burma (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001),
pp. 162-172.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25101352 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25101352

Modern Asian Studies 629

suzerain and replace Burma’s rulers—first the Burmese, then the British. Similar allied
groups operated elsewhere in the Dai territories, whereas some of the saohpas closer
to Burma’s lowlands sided with the British and asked for protection. Warfare caused
flows of refugees who escaped into Laos, Siam, and Lower Burma. In Christian Daniel’s
words, it was a fluid political situation that spread into the Thai areas. This was the
situation into which British officers moved from 1887 onwards.?

The handful of British officials who were selected for settling the administration
of the Shan States were a mix of a few hardened senior officers and younger inex-
perienced men. Of the future superintendents, Hildebrand was a senior officer and
Scott a junior official without officer’s rank.?® Each British mission consisted of a few
British officers and between 50 and 400 soldiers selected from different regiments.
They included Ghurkhas, Pathans, Punjabis, Manipuris, Dai, and Burmese. The soldiers
were chosen on the basis of their availability, food habits, adaptability, and knowledge
of the region.?” People who faced the British troops were either regular villagers who
had raised stockades in front of the village entrance or, if the saohpas and his men had
prepared and gathered support, some 500-600 fairly well-armed men from different
polities would attack strategic targets. When there were conlflicts, internal to the Dai
territories, such armed forces moved between villages to gain support or find refuge.

There is much silence in the general reports about the aggression waged against
villagers outside combat. Battle grounds were uneven. British troops had better arms
whereas troops under the saohpas mostly had locally manufactured guns, bamboo
spikes, and bows and arrows. More importantly, the British were often outnumbered
and the saohpas’ men had the advantage of knowing the terrain. When reports from
encounters landed on the chief commissioner of Burma’s desk or were submitted by
him to the British Government of India in Calcutta, they included few remarks on
actual fights or casualties, unless British officers had been killed. Such reports were
the endpoint of a chain of messages from the place of the encounter. But as is shown by
the 1893 event discussed below, even the first letter after an event that was sent to the
nearest superior officer would mostly not state more than that the men fought bravely,
that they chased away the aggressive criminals, and, perhaps, two sepoys (Indian sol-
diers in the British-Indian army) and a horse had been killed. The number of ‘bandits’
were counted as ‘uncertain’ or ‘many’. This may look like an under-reporting of vio-
lence, especially when whole villages were burnt to the ground in ‘punitive missions’.
However, as will be discussed below, such violence was so common that it had become

51bid., pp. 157-158, 161-162, 172-173, 181-183, 206; Cederlsf, ‘Seeking China’s Back Door’, pp. 128-129;
Aung Tun, History of the Shan State, pp. 125-129, 31; Daniels, ‘Strategic Fluidity’, in this Forum.

% Arthur Hedding Hildebrand (1843-1918), first service in Burma 1876, thereafter district and deputy
commissioner, superintendent of the Shan States 1886, commissioner of the Burma Commission 1887,
superintendent of the Southern Shan States 1888. James George Scott (1851-1935), member of the Burma
Commission 1886, member of the Shan States Column 1886, assistant political officer to the Southern Shan
States, 1887-1888, assistant superintendent to the Shan States 1888-1890, superintendent of the Northern
Shan States 1891-1900 and of the Southern Shan States 1901-1910. Before his administrative career, he
reported for British newspapers from 1875 onwards, and was a schoolmaster of St John’s College, an
Anglican Mission school in Rangoon.

“Kaushik Roy, ‘Small Wars and Pacification in the British Empire: A Case Study of Lushai Hills,
1850-1900’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, vol. 53, no. 5, 2022, pp. 281, 284-285; Cederl6f,
Founding an Empire, pp. 71, 180-181.
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an accepted practice that did not merit more than one or two descriptive sentences in
reports. The burning of a village could just as well be reported orally upon return to
headquarters. It was almost always reported as an unwanted and sad consequence of
a situation where people had not yielded to the British sovereign or to her represen-
tative, the troops. The officer in charge would give as an excuse that, unfortunately,
he had been compelled to use a measure of violence. As an act of force, it was a state-
ment. Such warfare and punishment were significant features of the British punitive
missions. As Anandaroop Sen shows, coinciding in time with Scott’s tours, the Lushai-
Chin expeditions left behind a trail of burning villages, including their grain stores and
livestock. Punishments also included prohibiting people who had lost their homes to
construct villages elsewhere. The Bengal government wanted ‘absolute destruction’.?®

Scott both burnt villages and occasionally reported on the events. The trail of let-
ters left behind followed a hierarchy. A subordinate officer reported to his nearest
superior. An army lieutenant would report to a captain and so on up the chain of
command. But as the British missions were understaffed, according to the officers sta-
tioned there, when on tour, most missions ran on a rather informal basis. Occasionally,
informal reports could transfer horizontally and there was an interweaving of civilian
and military authority. A medical doctor could write a note to a military police officer
who, in turn, included what he thought relevant in his own report to the inspector-
general of police who endorsed the views and passed it on to the superintendent of
the Southern or Northern Shan States. The two superintendents reported to the chief
commissioner of Burma and he, in turn, reported to the relevant department or board
of the government in Calcutta. A severe individual event from a mission would thereby
be diminished as it moved up the hierarchy when included as one of many items in a
report to the highest authority.

The gazetteers comprise another genre of reporting. There is an important differ-
ence between gazetteers in Yunnan and in British Burma. Whereas the former were
written by local scholars who compiled local sources and Qing provincial imperial
records, the latter were part of the British Imperial Gazetteers, authored by senior
British colonial officials with work experience from the region in focus. Both the
British and Qing gazetteers provided works of reference for newly arrived officials. But
in contrast to the local scholars of Yunnan, the majority of the authors of the British
gazetteers were born and bred in Europe and their texts were purposed to carry an
imperial narrative of progress and sovereignty in order to instruct the officers on how
to secure the British empire in Asia. Scott wrote the Gazetteer of Upper Burma and the
Shan States in five volumes to be published in 1900. Sentences and paragraphs here
and there in the text can be traced to longer reports and correspondence between
him and other officers. Considering the enormously rich Scott archive collections, one
in Cambridge University Library and the other in the British Library, and all the docu-
ments authored by Scott, addressed to him, or that mentioned him in the British Burma
administrative records and in private collections, it is quite remarkable to see studies
on the Dai polities that only cite Scott’s gazetteers.?

8 Anandaroop Sen, ‘Insurgent Law: Bengal Regulation I1l and the Chin-Lushai Expeditions (1872-1898)’,
Modern Asian Studies, vol. 56, no. 5, 2022, pp. 1522-1523, 1536-1537.

2The Art of Not Being Governed by the political scientist James C. Scott is one of the examples of such
selective referencing. Scott has chosen to rely on three publications, authored by or including texts by
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Among the cases where armed violence, ending in the burning of a village, is
reported, one set of reports stands in a different light. The incident reported reveals
the importance of place and the officer who was in charge. It occurred in the small vil-
lage of Bangda (Pangtap, Figure 1), at the far north-eastern corner of the Dai territories.
At the time, these were disputed lands through which the future Sino-Burmese border
would run. Villagers here faced George Scott and his men on 4 April 1893. Scott had
been warned to move carefully in the border tracts adjacent to China. Nevertheless, he
forced his way into the village with 80 soldiers drawn from the Indian army (53 Gurkha
infantry men and 27 Punjabis on horseback) and their native officers. Present were also
Lieutenant ffrench-Mullen, officer in the military police battalion, Mr Martini, district
superintendent of police, the civil surgeon at the Lashio headquarters, Mr Bradley,
and Scott’s wife Dora. The village was located right on the border that was negotiated
between Chinese and British representatives. Bangda, in fact, belonged to the Zhefang
(Chefang) polity of the China side of the disputed border. While on his way there, Scott
had been asked not to enter such sensitive tracts. This is why the events that followed
needed an explanation beyond Scott’s ordinary routine.*°

A migration of people from further north, into the Northern Shan States, also
played into this situation. Across a long period of time, and as part of a larger migra-
tion eastwards of Jinghpaw people mostly of the Lahpai lineage, the Jinghpaw extended
their territories into the border zone of Yunnan and south into the Dai polities. Mandy
Sadan explains how, in the lower hills, many saohpas of smaller and poorer polities
were Jinghpaw who had adopted the Dai polities’ social organization.*! Their villages
were very small in this region, ten houses or fewer according to Scott. All the Northern
Shan States had Jinghpaw settlements (Figure 2). Closer to the border that was being
negotiated with China, British officers on tour had difficulties knowing how to place
them. The position of the paddy fields did not follow the suggested borderline, which
caused uncertainty if Bangda was inside British territory (the North Mubang polity)*?
or in Zhefang (Figure 1). The British mostly referred to Jinghpaw men as ‘raiding

James George Scott: Scott’s Gazetter (1900), an ethnography of the Burmans in Burma (1882), and a biog-
raphy of Scott, edited and commented on by his wife Geraldine Mitton from Scott’s journalistic writings
and various correspondence. Scott of the Shan Hills was published as a tribute in 1936, the year after his
death. Scott, Gazetteer of Upper Burma and the Shan States; James George Scott or Shway Yoe, The Burman:
His Life and Notions (London: Macmillan and Co. Limited, 1910 [1882]); Scott, Scott of the Shan Hills: Orders
and Impressions; James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009).

3°TOR, P4279, British Burma Political Proceedings (hereafter BBPP), March-June 1893, Telegrams from
the Chief Secretary to the Chief Commissioner, Burma, and the Secretary to the Government of India,
Foreign Department, 19.3.1893; from the Secretary to the Government of India, Foreign Department, to
the Chief Commissioner, Burma, 20.3.1893; from the Chief Secretary to the Chief Commissioner, Burma,
to the Secretary to the Government of India, Foreign Department, 21.3.1893.

3'Mandy Sadan, Being and Becoming Kachin: Histories Beyond the State in the Borderworlds of Burma. A British
Academy Postdoctoral Fellowship Monograph (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 103-106;
Myint-U, The Making of Modern Burma, pp. 202-203.

32Mubang is the name of the polity’s territory, and Hsenwi, or Xuanwei shi (Xingwei in the local dialect),
is the official title of the saohpa of Mubang. The British officers at times confused the name of the place
and the name of the title, as here, where the polity was called Hsenwi in British documents.
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Figure 2. Map of the Kachin Circles of North Hsenwi, that is, the Jinghpaw settlements in North Mubang, 1895—1896.
Source: From the Report on the Administration of the Southern Shan States (ARSSS), 1895—1896.

tribes’, ‘criminals’, and ‘dacoits’. Some Jinghpaw groups were simply claimed to be
‘alien’?®

A rebellion among the Jinghpaw in North Mubang against the saohpa, who was
Dai, was the main reason for Scott and his party to travel as far as Bangda. Within a
year of his succession, the saohpa began discriminating against the Jinghpaw. British
officers noted that there had been heavy fines and even death sentences adminis-
tered for minor offences. As a result, Jinghpaw attacks quickly spread all over the
Mubang polity between December 1892 and February 1893, beginning with an attack
on Mubang town. Failing to understand the complexity of the conflict, British officers
added fuel to the fire by including Dai troops in their ‘punitive missions’ that chased the
Jinghpaw assailants. These troops burnt virtually all the Jinghpaw villages that they
passed. However, the British officers soon realized that the rebellion was not directed
against themselves but was aimed at removing the Dai saohpa. The Jinghpaw, in fact,
were anxious to avoid a conflict with the British.*

PBIOR, Administration Report of the Southern Shan States (ARSSS), 1895-1896, Map to Accompany
General Report for Kachin Circles of North Hsenwi, for the year ending June 1896, p. 57. IOR, P4279, BBPP,
March-June 1893, Operations against the Kachins in North Hsenwi. Attack on and destruction of the vil-
lage of Pang Tap, paras 2-3. IOR, Mss Eur F278, 79, Office of the Superintendent, Northern Shan States, to
the Chief Secretary to the Chief Commissioner, Burma, Scott’s report on Kachin affairs in North Hsenwi
State, Lashio, 2.8.1893, para 46.

3IOR, Mss Eur F278, 81, ARNSS, 1892-1893, 1, 14-15. IOR, P4279, BBPP, March-June 1893, Tour
of the Superintendent, Northern Shan States, for the settlement of Mangliin affairs. Rising among
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‘Dacoit’ was a useful word that carried judicial weight. The Indian Penal Code stated
that dacoity was when five or more persons committed robbery, or they attempted
to commit the crime, or aided others in committing robbery. The sentence for such
a crime was life imprisonment or rigorous imprisonment up to ten years. However,
the term was used liberally, as evidenced in reports from British India’s North-
Eastern Frontier.>> When on tour to prevent the conflicts from escalating further, Scott
reported on dacoits almost every second day, always referring to Jinghpaw men. About
two weeks after the events at Bangda, he wrote to his friend Symes that since he would
be on tour and away from Lashio for a longer period of time, it seemed necessary that
he explained why he had marched on Bangda and why it was burnt.*®

Scott loved writing immediate reports with an adventurous touch and his superi-
ors occasionally complained of him using too much poetry. This time, Scott waited two
weeks and then took a defensive position. His narrative was crisp and unusually short.
He claimed he had marched towards the suggested frontier line to wipe out Jinghpaw
attacks on Dai villages, which he assumed related to the uprising in North Mubang
and to the killing of an English officer, Williams, at a place called Mang Hang on 6
February.®” At Bangda, he wrote, to avoid creating alarm, he first tried to advance with
afew men and asked for passage through the village. But they were fired upon and were
forced to defend themselves while their interpreters ran into hiding. Scott empha-
sized that they never crossed into China. However, the real drama is in the narrative’s
silences. He wrote:

The village was too large to hold. It was moreover commanded both on the east
and west. [The village] Mong Ko was nine miles off in the valley and it was already
late. Moreover we could only march the baggage through the village. There was
no other road except back the way we had come. After a brief consultation with
Mr ffrench Mullen I therefore gave orders to burn the village. As soon as this was
done the Kachins fled and we saw no more of them.*®

Kachins of North Hsenwi, From J. G. Scott, Superintendent, Northern Shan States to Chief Secretary
to the Chief Commissioner, Burma, Confidential No. 0.-41, Camp Manping, 30.12.1892, paras 2, 5; From
Lieutenant-Colonel C. B. Cooke, Commissioner of the Northern Division, to the Chief Secretary to the
Chief Commissioner, Burma, No. 700-19—6 Nam, 27.4.1893, para 2; From Captain F. H. Eliott, Civil Officer,
Namkham Post, to Deputy Commissioner, Bhamo, 28.3.1893; and Summary of the Northern Shan States
for the week ending the 22nd January 1893, by Scott.

> Anandaroop Sen notes the term ‘dacoity’ in the late eighteenth-century Tipperah included differ-
ent forms of violence and disputes. Referring to Lauren Benton, dacoity included violence from famine
looting to plundering whole villages. Anandaroop Sen, ‘Conquest and the Quotidian: History, Culture,
Representation’, in Modern Practices in North East India, (eds) Lipokmar Dziivichii and Manjeet Baruah
(London: Taylor and Francis, 2017), pp. 70-71; Lauren A. Benton, Law and Colonial Cultures: Legal Regimes
in World History, 1400-1900. Studies in Comparative World History (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2002), p. 150. Indian Penal Code 1862, Chapter 17, Sections 391, 395-399, 402, 412.

IOR, P4279, BBPP, March-June 1893, Tour of the Superintendent, Northern Shan States, for the
settlement of Manliin affairs. Rising amongst Kachins of North Hsenwi.

¥7Scott, Gazetteer of Upper Burma and the Shan States, p. 125.

38IOR, P4279, BBPP, March-June 1893, Operations against the Kachins in North Hsenwi. Attack on and
destruction of the village of Pang Tap, From J. G. Scott, Superintendent, Northern Shan States, to the Chief
Secretary to the Chief Commissioner, Burma, Camp Loi Hkep, 19.4.1893, para 5. Emphasis added.
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In the report, the destruction of Bangda disappeared at the immediate moment
between the full stop after the words ‘burn the village’ and the capital letter of the
following sentence ‘As soon as this was done’. Scott emphasized that burning the
village was part of putting an end to the Jinghpaw uprising in North Mubang. The
logic of his argument was a bit strained. He wrote that razing the village to the ground
‘was necessary to come to an understanding’ with the villagers. He pointed to the
sensitive and still unsettled permanent borderline with China and claimed that peo-
ple in Bangda therefore should have listened to his orders. It was their fault that he
burnt their village. He pleaded with Symes, ‘I did everything possible ... the burning
of the village was deserved and was moreover a military necessity under the circum-
stances. Finally, he repeated his defence in a list of four points: (1) There was no
evidence that Bangda belongs to China, (2) He had to go to Bangda to put an end
to the Jinghpaw disturbances; they should have listened to him, (3) He did every-
thing possible to avoid a fight, even at the risk of the life of himself and his men,
(4) The village deserved to burn, and it was a military necessity. In fact, these four
points seem delivered both as the rationale of his acts and as an instruction for the
chief commissioner of Burma on how to write his own report to the Government of
India.*

Already two days after the event, Scott’s companion, Lieutenant ffrench-Mullen,
who led the advance guard of Gurkhas, submitted his own report to the deputy
inspector-general of police in Burma in a demi-official letter. The police officer passed
it on to Chief Commissioner Edward Symes, acknowledging that the officers in Bangda
‘appear to have done very well indeed’, and Symes endorsed the report on the same
day. As with texts that are written soon after an incident that has deeply agitated its
author, Lieutenant ffrench-Mullen’s report is longer and more detailed. Omitted from
Scott’s report is the kind of trouble he had expected to meet in three Jinghpaw villages
on the China frontier. The day before reaching Bangda, ffrench-Mullen received this
information from Scott and prepared the Gurkha advanced guard. Arriving at Bangda,
Scott ordered ffrench-Mullen to charge the stockades, which was quickly done, and
both Scott and Bradley advanced thereafter. The Jinghpaw fled and the Gurkhas went
from house to house in search of people as they ‘cleared the enemy out of the houses’.
The three Europeans then proceeded about a kilometre beyond the village and found
defences but no people, and they returned to the village when they heard gunshots.
The Jinghpaw had reappeared and now fired into the mission’s baggage train. After the
Gurkha soldiers had chased away all enemies, the outlying portions of the village were
burnt and, after moving the troops and baggage to a suitable camp site, Scott, Martini
and Bradley returned to see the entire village destroyed. The next day, they found all
villages along the road ahead empty. ffrench-Mullen concluded that neighbours were
happy to be rid of Bangda, ‘the bully of the entire district’. Whereas Scott chose to
report that none of the Jinghpaws had been hit, ffrench Mullen had written that he
could not tell how many had been hit, ‘but there were a good many, I have reason

%I0R, P4279, BBPP, March-June 1893, Operations against the Kachins in North Hsenwi. Attack on and
destruction of the village of Pang Tap, FromJ. G. Scott, Superintendent, Northern Shan States, to the Chief
Secretary to the Chief Commissioner, Burma, Camp Loi Hkep, 19.4.1893, para 5.
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to believe’. Soon after, ffrench-Mullen reported having recently received intelligence
which stated that seven Jinghpaw men had been killed and three had been wounded.*

Outside the line of command in the British bureaucratic hierarchy, Scott kept a pri-
vate diary. This text was intended only for himself. It has an abbreviated and a less
polished story:

Ten minutes on to Pang Tap. Felled trees. Entanglements. Spikes etc. Parleyed
with the villagers for some time. They used bad language and eventually fired
poisoned arrows and a gun. Then we went at them. Firing very wild not the least
wild, the doctor. Doubt whether many Kachins were killed. I ran back through vil-
lage to get another gun or 2 then found that Kachins had attacked the mounted
infantry. Killed one beast and wounded two others, including the doctor’s. Dora
[Scott’s wife] stood the fire splendidly and was much cooler than Martini, We
then went through the village and about % mile on, but stopped short and
returned, partly owing to the squabbling behind. One sepoy wounded. He was sit-
ting. Shot along the shin and high up in the thigh. Village burnt and then went
back to the avenue where Martin’s dog nearly murdered one [beast cow] after
which we had a breakfast to an accompaniment of slaughtered pigs ... Bradley
got shot clean through his hat and was awfully pleased with it. ffrench Mullen
hit on the shoulder by a poisoned arrow, but it fortunately did not go through
his clothes. Otherwise no casualties.*!

The chief commissioner would not have read Scott’s private diary and the descrip-
tions of how the company of men, after completely razing the village, feasted on the
villagers’ fowls and pigs while speaking jokingly about the battle that had just ended.
The officers’ reports, projecting their courageous action and mission success, made
the commissioner immediately assure the Government of India that ‘no blame can be
attached to Mr. Scott’. In the biannual report from the Northern Shan States, published
in September the same year, Scott claims that his earlier assessment was all a mis-
take. Williams’ death in Mang Hang on 6 February had no relationship to the Jinghpaw
uprising in North Mubang. The killers were probably Chinese men from Zhefang on the
China side of the border and Jinghpaw men from the neighbourhood. Scott’s Gazetteer,
published seven years after the burning of Bangda, stands in an even starker contrast
to the narratives in his diary. Here his report on ‘the Kachin disturbances’ has count-
less dramatic accounts of how Jinghpaw dacoits terrorized, burnt, and looted villages
all over the Northern Shan States, and how British officers bravely and tirelessly put
down rebellions. Only a handful of events where British officers set fire to a village are
mentioned in passing. What happened in Bangda was summarized in two sentences.
The sparseness of information has resulted in a fabrication: ‘The solitary exception
was at Pang Tap, near the Chinese frontier, where he [Scott] was fired on. The village

“0I0R, P4279, BBPP, March-June 1893, From Lieutenant J. L. E. Ffrench-Mullen, Assistant Commandant,
Military Police Battalion, to the Deputy Inspector-General of Military Police, Camp Méng Ko, 5.4.1893, and
an undated demi-official letter from ffrench-Mullen to the Deputy Inspector-General for Military Police,
Burma.

“IJOR, Mss Eur F278, 10, Scott’s diary, January-June 1893, pp. 65-67.
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was burnt and several of those who were engaged in the attack at Mang Hang were
killed.**

The years following the capture of the king and annexation of Upper Burma can be
characterized by similar violent solutions to armed attacks in the eastern hill tracts.
These regional conflicts, which were entangled in the unruly transfer of power from
Burma’s king to the British government, were deemed ‘disturbances’, to use British
terminology. To burn villages was a practice of conquest that came under the label
‘pacification’. Destruction was also reported from Jinghpaw areas in north Burma and
from Khasi, Jaintia, Lushai, Chin and Naga Hills, west of the Indo-Burma range. In the
treaties that followed, the heads of polities stated that their villages had been burnt
by British troops or were under threat of extinction and, therefore, they submitted to
the British government.*?

The balance of power in the western Dai territories shifted once the British armed
presence increased. In the late 1880s, the British were often outnumbered and faced
many casualities since they depended on military police garrisons when army battal-
lions were being used further north in the Jinghpaw territories. Bhamo, the large port
on the Irrawaddy in north Burma, was attacked both under late Burmese and early
British rule from the east and south by the Ponkan saohpa and his allies. Two British
military missions against the saohpa and his men had failed already in 1886. In 1889,
Burma’s chief commissioner ordered systematic punishment of the saohpa and all who
followed him. ‘Any village from or near which any opposition is offered will be treated
as hostile and will be destroyed. The force will inflict as much injury as possible on the
houses and property of the Ponkan Kachins ... If the saohpa does not submit, his vil-
lage [is] to be destroyed. Two months later, the deputy commissioner of Bhamo, Mr G.
W. Shaw, reported in meticulous detail that 197 houses had been burnt, ‘large well-
built barracks, with their household utensils, such as wooden paddy-grinders, looms,

2I0R, P4279, BBPP, March-June 1893, From the Chief Secretary to the Chief Commissioner, Burma, to
the Secretary to the Government of India, Foreign Department, 9.5.1893, para 2. Scott, Gazetteer of Upper
Burma and the Shan States, Chapter 4, p. 310. Mang Hang is the place where Williams was killed. In Scott’s
report on the Northern Shan States, 1892-1893, he writes that the killing turned out to have had no rela-
tion at all with the Kachin rising against the Hsenwi saohpa but was a local incident with Kachins on
the Chinese side of the border. IOR Mss Eur 278, 81, ARNSS, 1892-1893, p. 3, 18-19. See also IOR, ARSSS,
1892-1893, incl. ARNSS, 1892-1893, p. 3.

“Burning villages or threatening to do so was part of the British government’s policy of forcing Khasi
polities into submission in the 1820s and 1830s, sealed by treaties. As the head of Mowsunnam Poonjee,
Ahdor Sing, wrote and signed in 1831: “My village having been burnt down on the part of the British
Government, and being now a waste, I hereby acknowledge my submission to the Government ...". In
1839, Songaph the head of Mahram, Cherrapunji wrote: ‘having wantonly made war against the Honorable
Company, and caused great loss of life to their people, and put them to considerable expense, have myself
been driven through fear a fugitive to the jungles, and acknowledge having committed great faults; but I
now crave an amnesty for the past offences of myself and my Cossiah people, and enter into this agree-
ment ...". Anonymous, A Collection of Treaties, Engagements, and Sunnuds, Relating to India and Neighbouring
Countries, vol. 1 (Calcutta: Savielle and Cranenburgh, Bengal Printing Company Ltd, 1862), nos. 34 and 35;
Cederldf, Founding an Empire, pp. 178-179. Anandaroop Sen describes a mimetic logic of British punitive
expedition in the Chin Hills in the late nineteenth century, where Chin raids or failure to understand
verdicts were met with harsh punishments including the total destruction of villages. This punitive strat-
egy was a ‘technique of governance’ and depended much on the individual ‘men on the ground’. Sen,
‘Insurgent Law’, pp. 1537-1538, 1543-1544.
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spinning-wheels, &c., had been destroyed. Some 10 head of cattle had been shot, a
large number of pigs and fowls killed, fruit-trees had been cut down and some 74,000
pounds of paddy had been taken or destroyed. Thirty-five bins, containing 50 maunds
each of paddy ... By the time the column returned to Bhamo, another 5,000 pounds
of paddy and 10-12 head of cattle had been destroyed—probably more, assumed Shaw,
‘as a careful record was not kept’. Chief Commissioner Edward Symes praised Shaw for
exercising ‘a wise discretion in not demanding too large a sum’ as a fine. The expedition
produced ‘encouraging effects’.**

The act of burning villages was not unique to the British. It was part of warfare
in south-western Yunnan. The Qing army, or people in the polities who were loyal to
them, attacked and burnt villages. They particularly searched for and destroyed the
grain stores, which forced people to leave. Christian Daniels and Jianxiong Ma explain
that there was a general problem with food supply in the hills. This was caused by
the increased population from the eighteenth century onwards. Burma’s kings also
ordered villages and stores to be burnt when they wanted to depopulate a particular
area and thereby prevent the Qing army from advancing against Burma. To control
a basin in the hills meant to control the grain supplies, and people who lived here
secretly secured food in caves. This was why agrarian lands were more important than
buildings, which were soon rebuilt.*

To the British, destroying every building in a village was an act of collective pun-
ishment, causing destruction to effect submission, as well as revenging killed British
officers. Even after the Jinghpaw attacks on Scott’s party at Bangda had ceased and
the villagers had fled, Scott and his men returned to destroy whatever remained after
the fire. Complete destruction was meant to teach people a lesson and force them to
submit to British rule.

In later reports, with the benefit of hindsight, British officers concluded that it
was a mistake to be reactive and use ‘punitive missions’ after Jinghpaw attacks had
taken place in the Jinghpaw region. Instead, they should have been proactive. In a
1912 gazetteer that reported on the northernmost Bhamo district, the author writes
with regret that a reactive mode of operation had resulted in ‘comparatively hur-
ried excursion[s] to the hills and back again’.*® It was reasoned that what guns and
torches could not achieve, the payment of tribute or of land revenue would. Submitting
payments to the government was not primarily to raise government revenue but
to be ‘a convincing testimony of [the people’s] positions of political subjection’, as
the author writes. Parallel to the armed encounters, the two superintendents Scott
and Hildebrand constructed and applied a bureaucratic grid across the polities. The
intention was to replace the existing organization with one tailored to the British

“4JOR, Report on Frontier operations in 1888-1889, App. D. From the Officiating Chief Secretary to the
Chief Commissioner, Burma, to the Commissioner of the Northern Division, 4.4.1889, p.114; From G. W.
Shaw, Esq., Deputy Commissioner, Bhamo, to the Commissioner of the Northern Division, No. 166, Military
Department (Expedition), 16.5.1889, pp. 1-2.

#Cen Yuying, Collection of Chen Yuying (Nanning;: Nationalities Publishing House of Guangxi, 2005), p.
402. (HERTEER) (BT ) PHRIEHREL, 2005). 1 am grateful to Jianxiong Ma for guiding me to Cen
Yuying’s publication.

46G. W. Dawson, Burma Gazetteer, the Bhamo District (Rangoon: Office of the Superintendent, Government
Printing, Burma, 1912), vol. A, pp. 23-24.
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administration. However, the administrative setup was argued to be sensitive to the
existing culture and to introduce efficient administration where none had existed ear-
lier. Scott, having trained under Hildebrand as a junior man in his operations in the
hills, represents a close-knit group of British officers and their shared goals. Thus, a
closer look at Hildebrand’s operations in the Southern Shan States will provide a key
to understanding the impact of bureaucratic violence.

In the 1890s, Hildebrand put in place a scheme of institutional changes that altered
the political system of governance in the southern Dai polities. The model had been
endorsed earlier by Lord Dufferin, viceroy of India (1884-1888), as a simple form of
governance, authored by Charles Crosthwaite during his long commissions in the
North-Western Provinces. Appointed chief commissioner of Burma (1883-1884 and
1887-1890), Crosthwaite conveyed to Hildebrand that he thought it efficient to appoint
a ‘headman’ in every village who owed his authority to the colonial ruler, not to the
community. This person was to be responsible for enforcing law and order, as well as
collecting revenues. Crosthwaite’s ideas were adjusted by Hildebrand to the conditions
in the Dai territories, and made to apply to the saohpas. As we shall see, such a sim-
plistic system proved impossible to introduce. Replacing saohpas with headmen was
one piece of Crosthwaite’s three-part policy for the transformation of Upper Burma.
The other two were, first, to kill and capture all rebel leaders and uproot all villages
that protected insurgents and, second, to recruit a police force from regiments of the
military police in India so that the army could subsequently be withdrawn.*’

The restructuring of the administration did not transpire instantly. It is important
to remember that this British colonial administrative setup was to be applied to poli-
ties with an elaborate political, cultural, economic, and religious organization, many of
which were included in the Qing state bureaucracy and hierarchy. As a persistent and
forceful policy of remaking the polities’ bureaucratic organization, Hildebrand’s oper-
ations were much more detailed than Crosthwaite’s simplistic ideas. He planned to fit
the needs of the British administration into operational practice while adjusting the
important principle of respecting the ‘native custom’ of a conquered state by imitating
something called ‘native’ and ‘customary’ Shan (Dai). He complained of a lack of staff
to implement this plan. Parallel to these operations, the same officers were often sent
on ‘special missions’ to locate and negotiate the geopolitical border between British
Burma and the advancing strong powers of China and Siam. The latter also included
negotiating with French officers in their advances from the southeast.*®

Both the British and Qing empires were bureaucratic entities that required some
fixity, predictability, and uniformity. In addition to the geographical surveys that
mapped a particular territorial space and introduced social and economic informa-
tion, the boundary commissions and their many preparatory survey missions turned
regional mapping into a matter of global politics. The Anglo-Siamese boundary com-
mission’s work concluded in 1893 whereas the Anglo-Chinese boundary commission

“’Nicholas Bayne, ‘Governing British Burma: The Career of Charles Bayne (1860-1947) in the Indian
Civil Service’, The Round Table, vol. 96, no. 389, 2007, pp. 125-126.
“8For the Anglo-Siamese border commission’s work, see Daniels, ‘Strategic Fluidity’, in this Forum.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25101352 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25101352

Modern Asian Studies 639

e
'&“‘ Y -
‘,?3?

/}j\':}\ '\ P
The last of Dackhoma. N

e {,
U7 )

I

Figure 3. ‘The last of Daokhoma’, sketch from a tour. Source: Sketch filed in IOR, BBPP, January—July 1892, Matters
regarding the Shan State of Mangliin [Wa polity], before the reports from J. G. Scott’s first tour in the Wa territories,
1892.

took longer. The hard border from north to south, which separated eastern and west-
ern Dai polities, was still not fixed but de facto came into operation in 1900. However,
the border resulting from the commission cut across natural and socioeconomic
realities which made it dysfunctional for a long time to come.*

As evidence shows, Hildebrand’s initiative was not a radical change from the vio-
lent and repressive missions as was claimed in later reports. This policy was not an
alternative to the systematic destruction of villages even though the latter was said to
have been replaced by strictly administrative relations between the ruler and the gov-
erned. In fact, armed and bureaucratic violence operated side by side as a continued
practice in the grid laid out across the region, the one fuelling the other and often being
exercised by the same officers. Keeping in mind that polities were interconnected in
various ways, by marriage, political alliances, and trade, armed violence in one section
of the Dai territories was immediately communicated and made a concern in polities
far away from a particular, individual event. In this way, armed violence ‘embodied
the social relations’ and was ever present across the entire region.®® Scott’s opera-
tions in Bangda in 1893, seven years after the annexation, was not the last time such
practices were used. On the contrary, they were routine and reported in a somewhat
off-hand manner. However, Scott’s reports from his long tour in 1896-1897 among the
Wa, in the most central parts of the region, resemble reports regarding his ‘mistake’ in
Bangda. The Wa tour was another instance when Scott went against orders and impro-
vised far beyond intended plans. Half a year earlier, on a mission to subdue resistance
against British rule, in the midst of conflicts internal to the Wa, soldiers under Captain

“Aung Tun, History of the Shan State, pp. 152-157.
S°Graeber, The Utopia of Rules, p. 67.
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Elliot’s command had destroyed almost every second village they passed in the central
Wa territories east of the Salween. Scott followed in the footsteps of Elliot’s and ear-
lier missions, with equally violent results (Figure 3). The secretary to the Government
of India remarked that if Scott had observed the Government’s orders, he would not
have become involved in any violent encounters with the Wa. This time, Edward Symes
recast and sanitized events: ‘... the attitude of certain of the Wa tribes unfortunately
compelled him [Scott] on several occasions to assume the offensive. Several villages
were burnt and other losses inflicted on the Was, while Mr Scott’s party also suffered
some loss in killed and wounded. Symes concluded by thanking Mr Hildebrand for
his efficient administration and Mr Scott ‘for the tact and courage which he displayed
under very trying circumstances during his tour in the Wa country’.*!

In the early years of British administration, when expeditions went ‘there and back
again’ into the Dai hills from the headquarters in the western lowlands, the British
tried to put out the flames of revolt and extract information about the saohpas, poli-
ties, and their alliances and conflicts. More importantly, many of the measures taken
in the interim period between conquest and settled conditions repeated those where
exceptional conditions provided an argument for legitimizing a particular judicial sit-
uation. This allowed for solutions that set aside certain laws and legal principles in
the long term. Along similar lines, Anandaroop Sen argues that the ‘punitive expedi-
tions’ in the Lushai-Chin Hills, west of the Indo-Burma range, were always transitory
in temporal and seasonal structure, which explains the generation of an exceptional
legal apparatus: ‘The historical mutability of violence in these frontiers is key to the
persistent immutability of its exceptional structure.

British administrative initiatives were introduced into a situation of agitated rela-
tions between king and subjects. The stronger saohpas made their positions clear, as
evidenced in the correspondence from 1886 between the western saohpas of different
alliances and in letters exchanged by the Mubang saohpa Sawbwagyi Kambawzrata,
Colonel Edward Sladen, and the chief commissioner. Without the Burmese overlord—
the king—in place, existing conflicts grew and multiplied. The saohpa described how
neither Mindon Min nor Thibaw had respected the Dai polities’ autonomy and had
requested contributions from tributes and the thathameda tax (a form of property-
based tax). In fact, no such contributions were asked of the saohpas during the
Konbaung dynasty until Mindon Min’s rule. After conflicts with the king and his loyal
saohpas, and three years spent as a refugee in British territory from 1881-1884, the
Mubang saohpa eventually submitted to the British government.>® Simultaneously,

*lCambridge University Library, James George Scott Collection, from the Secretary to the Government
of India to the Chief Secretary to the Government of Burma, Simla, 14.9.1897. I0R, BBPP, March-December
1896, Report by Lieutenant H. G. Maxwell, Assistant Commandant, Military Police, military police escort
in the Wa country, 10.3.1896. IOR, ARSSS, 1896-1897, paras 9 and 15, pp. 3-4.

2Sen, ‘Insurgent Law’, p. 1521. See also the annexation of Jaintia on the North-Eastern Frontier in
the 1830s, where the burning of villages was a method that was combined with enforcing treaties in the
format of subsidiary alliance, including free access to minerals and transportation network. Cederlsf,
Founding an Empire, pp. 178-179.

$Thathameda tax was introduced under Mindon Min to replace the early modern revenue system.
It included income for the artistocracy, with a revenue based on one-tenth of a person’s income, but
was turned into a tax on property wealth. Its effects were uneven and criticized. According to Myint U,
during Thibaw’s reign, it had resulted in a fairly uniform rate of ten rupees per household. IOR, Upper
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beginning well before the British annexation, a group of saohpas east of the Salween>*
had gathered in support of the Burmese Prince Limbin against King Thibaw. Promoting
two contrasting ways to address the unruly situation in the Dai region, these two
groups of saohpas nevertheless had similar ambitions. In letters from four of the saoh-
pas under Prince Limbin to the Hsibaw saohpa, they reported on the movements of
their troops and on the British occupation of Mandalay and the deportation of the
king. Responding to the Hsibaw saohpa’s suggestion to gather all Dai polities into a
collection of independent states ‘like Germany’, they sent a resolution. They wished
to see a suzerain king, preferably Prince Limbin, who would protect the Dai polities
both from external and internal confrontations. There would be no taxation and obei-
sance would be made only once in three years.> All saohpas agreed to paying tribute
and pledging obeisance, but not to paying taxes. In a letter to the chief commissioner,
the Hsibaw saohpa made use of the principle that the British claimed to hold in high
esteem—to respect ‘native custom’ when settling newly conquered states. The saohpa
explained: ‘the levying of tribute from the Shan States being not according to custom,
I hope the British Government will see that the Saohpas are exempted from the pay-
ment of such tribute, and that under its protection these Saohpas are enabled to govern

their respective States’.>®

The British government’s translator Taw Sein Kho explained in a note that before
Mindon Min’s rule, the saohpas and myozas paid homage by annually giving ‘royal
presents’ and between eight annas to a rupee. The last two kings had requested

Burma, Foreign Department No. 208, 1886, From H. Thirkell White, Secretary Upper Burma to the Chief
Commissioner to Secretary to the Government of India, Foreign Department, 14.19.1886, App. 1, letter 1,
From the Thibaw Sawbwagyi Kambawzrata to Colonel Sladen and the Chief Commissioner, and letter 3,
From the Thibaw Sawbwa to the Chief Commissioner. Myint-U, The Making of Modern Burma, pp. 122-125,
166-167.

The Kyaington saohpa names Kyaington, Kyaingchaing, Maingpyin, Yatsauk, Moné [Mong Nai],
Kyaingyon, Mainglin, Maingnaung, and Maingseik. The chief commissioner reported to the government
that Yatsauk, Maingpon, Naungmu, Maingpyin, Légya, Banyin, Thaton, Tabet, Nankok, and Hopon sup-
ported the Limbin prince. Supporting the British were Hsibaw, Mainglon, Thonzé, and Maington as listed
by the Hsipaw saohpa, and Hsipaw, Nyaungywe, Inleywa, Maingkaing, Kyithi-Bansan, Mainglon, and
Mobye as listed by the chief commissioner. IOR, Upper Burma, Foreign Department No. 208, 1886, From
H. Thirkell White, Secretary Upper Burma to the Chief Commissioner to Secretary to the Government
of India, Foreign Department, 14.19.1886, App. 2, letters 3-4, from the sawbwa of Kyaington and the ex-
sawbwas of Maingpyin, Yatsauk, and Mone to the Hsibaw sawbwa, 28.3.1886. IOR, Upper Burma, Foreign
Department No. 139, 1886, From J. H. Bernard, Personal Assistant to the Chief Commissioner to Secretary
to the Government of India, Foreign Department, 13.12.1886, para. 4.

°IOR, Upper Burma, Foreign Department No. 208, 1886, From H. Thirkell White, Secretary Upper Burma
to the Chief Commissioner to Secretary to the Government of India, Foreign Department, 14.10.1886, App.
2, letters 3-4, from the sawbwa of Kyaington and the ex-sawbwas of Maingpyin, Yatsauk, and Moné to the
Hsibaw sawbwa, 28.3.1886.

SIOR, Upper Burma, Foreign Department No. 208, 1886, From H. Thirkell White, Secretary Upper Burma
to the Chief Commissioner to Secretary to the Government of India, Foreign Department, 14.19.1886, App.
1, letter 1, From the Thibaw Sawbwagyi Kambawzrata to Coloniel Sladen and the Chief Commissioner.
Gunnel Cederldf, Landscapes and the Law: Environmental Politics, Regional Histories, and Contests over Nature,
2nd edn (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2019 [2008]), pp. 119-120, 246; Cederléf, Founding an Empire,
pp. 122, 47-52.
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presents twice a year and introduced the thathameda tax. Now, the saohpas under-
stood the British communications to mean that their former customs and practices—
those in place before Mindon Min’s reign—were to be respected, unchanged. We may
also note that the Chinese emperors’ requirements from the polities had been chan-
nelled via the saohpas. They had full control of all the lands of the polity, however,
while themselves being subsumed under the emperor of China. This information was a
problem for the British government in India as they wanted to continue to receive rev-
enues from the Shan States. To respect ‘native custom’, the principle of governing India
according to the laws of the country when settling land and revenue in a recently con-
quered territory, was a long-established legal principle. It had to be handled by way of
negotiation or rhetorical arguments. Already during British East India Company rule,
the balance between acknowledging aristocratic privileges as part of native custom
and as compelling as proprietary rights; and acknowledging spaces free from govern-
ment interference as a violation of the sovereign power’s authority tilted towards the
powers of the British sovereign. When these two opposing principles were legally adju-
dicated, the question of custom was often argued to be irrelevant or damaging to the
government in each specific case. Half a century before the question of the legal nature
of native custom entered the administration of the Shan States in the 1830s, Mughal
privileges were removed on the British North-Eastern Frontier as a result of decades
of judicial deliberations. There had been sharp divisions within the colonial adminis-
tration. There were discussions for or against respecting the long-standing privileges
and in the end, the previous varied land and legal conditions made uniform revenue
settlement impossible to implement.>’

The tributary relations formed a multicentred web that reveals the extent of the
suzerain’s power. However, links to the centre were made manifest only at times of
making contributions. Such links were part of a larger complex of relations, which
could include protection of communication routes or sending soldiers to the king when
so required. The circumstance of such requests rested on the strength of Burma’s king.
The relations between court and saohpas were occasionally reconfirmed by privileges,
which impacted on relations between the individual saohpas. From the 1750s to the
early decades of the nineteenth century, the Konbaung dynasty had expanded through
warfare into Ayutthaya and Lanna (seized from Burma by Siam in 1776), Arakan,
Manipur, and Assam (conquered between 1784-1817), and Kengtung and Mubang in
the early nineteenth century. From the first Anglo-Burmese war (1824-1826), Burma’s
reign shrank when authority over these rulers and territories were lost, and the British
war indemnity and commercial treaties delivered a heavy blow to the country’s econ-
omy.*® In this way, the reach of a saohpa’s reign changed over time. Seen as spatial
relations, boundaries internal to the Dai territories fluctuated. We also need to place
these ties to Burma’s king in view of the much older ties with Chinese imperial adminis-
tration. They were deeper, stronger and, during their greatest extent, reached as far as
the Irrawaddy River. There were saohpas who could rely on support of imperial troops

*’For the comparison, see Cederldf, Founding an Empire, pp. 122, 140-141, 146-149, 152. IOR, Upper
Burma, Foreign Department No. 208, 1886, From H. Thirkell White, Secretary Upper Burma to the Chief
Commissioner to Secretary to the Government of India, Foreign Department, 14.19.1886, App. 3, Note by
Mr. Taw Sein Kho, Assistant Government Translator, on the question of Shan Tribute, 2.10.1886.

1bid., pp. 4, 62, 71.
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when in need. Saohpas whose polities were in both Burma’s and China’s reach could
pay tribute to both.*

At first, the British did not interfere with the old order. In 1886, the chief commis-
sioner agreed to move slowly on altering the way the polities were governed. He argued
that, after a couple of years, the saohpas’ ‘independence’ could begin to be circum-
scribed and the British ‘would govern through the Shans’. The British should ‘as far as
possible, [keep] aloof from the direct administration of any Shan State’. However, this
situation soon changed.®® While largely keeping the existing administrative terminol-
ogy, the contents were altered step by step. Within a few years, the British introduced
aform of indirect rule in the Dai territories (sometimes assigning the role of a suzerain
to the British government) that had been tested across a century in British India. Both
the former kingdoms on the Indian subcontinent (the ‘princely states’) and many small
polities in forest and hill tracts were governed indirectly. Some historians emphasize
ethnic or racial classifications as the organizing principle and rulers indiscriminately
called ‘chiefs’—a ‘universal archetype’ in a ‘standard appearance in state adminis-
tration around the world’, in Benjamin Hopkins’ interpretation. True, Crosthwaite
brought his template for indirect rule from Punjab, with native rulers picked by British
officials and called ‘headmen’ to function as mediators between the British govern-
ment and the people. However, at the level of encounter, imperial peripheries were
not global. Practices were shaped according to particular circumstances, which is evi-
dent in the case of the Dai. Conceptual universality permeated the high-level reports
but dissolved in the encounters between mission officers en route and non-complying
people.®!

This form of rule had compelling control mechanisms that allowed the native ruler
to remain in place and in charge of all domestic affairs, while being subordinate to the
British overlord. All foreign affairs were surrendered to the British colonial govern-
ment and the native ruler was expected to cater to the needs of the British army. It was
not uncommon to replace the local judicial court with a British-appointed magistrate,
and a ‘resident’ officer could at times have significant powers over the native ruler.
These administrative protocols were guaranteed through signed treaties or, as in the
Dai polities, a sanad, and was a flexible form of governing that allowed for adjustments.
In fact, such a flexible form of rule allowed the governing principles to survive for more
than a century, spanning from when the French East India Company established such
alliances with the rulers of Hyderabad and the Carnatic in the mid- to late eighteenth
century. The British East India Company soon followed the same model, for example,
in treaties with the Mughal, Mysore, and Maratha rulers and, in the 1830s, with the
heads of many of the small polities in the Khasi Hills on the North-Eastern Frontier,
which is discussed below. The balance of power between the British and native rulers
could vary according to the situation but the British government often dictated the

% Aung Tun, History of the Shan State, p. 154.

IOR, Upper Burma, Foreign Department No. 208, 1886, From H. Thirkell White, Secretary Upper Burma
to the Chief Commissioner to Secretary to the Government of India, Foreign Department, 14.19.1886, App.
7, Note by the Chief Commissioner, 1.10.1886, Remarks by R. H. Pilcher, Deputy Commissioner, Kyankse,
2.10.1886, and Note by the Chief Commissioner, Burma, 2.10.1886. Emphasis in original.

¢1B. D. Hopkins, Ruling the Savage Periphery: Frontier Governance and the Making of the Modern State
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2020), p. 18.
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conditions. In the late nineteenth century, with the mercantile corporation long gone,
there was not much leeway for native rulers to influence the conditions. Already by
the turn of the nineteenth century, this form of governing was known as ‘subsidiary
alliance’.%

The administrative grid to be applied was far removed from the realities of 1886.
In contrast to territorial influence based on relations of allegiance and rank in the
Qing state, the British administration operated through a universal logic. All saohpas
were to be equal in rank and the polities were treated as equal entities, forming ‘states’
(to use British terminology) within two divisions, the Northern and Southern Shan
States. The administration had a hierarchy of sub-divisions, states, and circles. The
political situation in the northern and southern Dai territories differed and Hildebrand
explained that the violent conflicts in the north and the more peaceful development in
the south were the reason why there were fewer and larger northern polities compared
to the many southern polities. As observed by Jianxiong Ma, more important for the
fewer and larger entities in the north was the impact of the old and highly developed
transportation system between Yunnan and northern Burma, which worked against
the more fragmented situation in the south. In the British administrative organization,
the northern polities concealed the many small, dependent, subordinated polities held
within them. In fact, the most important middle section of the communication routes
connected Tengyueh and Baoshan in Yunnan, via Mubang and Hsibaw, with Bhamo
and with Mandalay on the Irrawaddy. Here, the violent conflicts before and during the
annexation also related to the wealth that was concentrated in the valleys through
which valuable goods were transported. The Wenxiu government had wished to take
control of these routes but failed to do so. In the 1880s, the Han merchant families
returned to a strong position. In the large southern part of the Dai territories, with
its more than 30 ‘states’, similarly important communication routes were not absent,
but the road network was poor. Much of Hildebrand’s time as superintendent, in fact,
was taken up by applying pressure on the southern saohpas to rapidly build roads that
could carry wheeled carriages and connect the British headquarters and the ports on
the Irrawaddy with markets and mines in the interior hill tracts. This was also made a
condition of several subsidiary alliance treaties (the sanads).**

The subsidiary form of governance was now expected to bundle the many polities
and materialize them as a uniform administrative entity. However, the integrity of the
native polity, as assumed in the subsidiary alliance’s basic principles, was undermined
when British expectations collided with the polity’s rules and customs of government.
For example, when villages were surveyed and assessed to settle the amount of the
thathameda revenue or the level of tribute, based on the productive capacity of house-
holds and land, the status of particular socio-political elites would not be reconfirmed.
The idea of setting all polities ‘on equal footing’ fitted ill with powerful hierarchies in
the Dai society. This was especially evident when the new administration’s conception
of the saohpas’ status came into conflict with their old official titles. During the Ming

“2Cederldf, Founding an Empire, pp. 162-164, 78-79; Stewart Gordon, The Marathas, 1600-1818. The New
Cambridge History of India (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 171-172.

©See one of many examples: ARSSS, 1896-1897, p. 32. Cederléf, ‘Tracking Routes’, pp. 94, 100. I am
grateful to Jianxiong Ma for our discussion of the importance of trade routes as related to the Northern
Shan State polities, 2 March 2024.
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dynasty, nine heads of polities on the southwestern frontiers were granted titles on
the third level in the state. These titles were of high rank, next to the provincial gov-
ernor, which was the second level, and higher than the fourth level of the provincial
magistrate. Over time, the Qing rulers lost control of most of these saohpas, with only
the Mubang and Kengtung polities remaining under their immediate influence. After
the Sino-Burmese war, the Qing court also lost direct control of these two. However,
within the Dai territories, the old titles and their influence still held some sway.**

The British superintendents now introduced an administrative structure that
would raise small and dependent myosaships® to the level of saohpas and vastly
reduce the privileged strong polities. At first, the importance of the existing hier-
archies went unobserved by the British. But soon, as in the case of Kengtung, the
principles laid down in the new bureaucracy began to be used to put a powerful polity
in place and limit the saohpa’s and his ministers’ powers. Ma points out how Kokang
gained in status as a polity after it was made part of the territory demarcated for Britain
as compensation for the Qing government granting land to France in the southern
territories in 1897. As one of Mubang’s 49 districts, Kokang was a low-ranked polity.
However, it gained political and economic status from its important geographical loca-
tion on China’s southwestern frontiers as a portal for British trade, not least in opium,
and the Yang chieftain was appointed to Myosa. Thus, whereas the strong polities like
Kengtung were brought down, small ones like Kokang were elevated and put on equal
footing with the other saohpas.®®

At this point, I want to introduce a small note on land revenues for readers who
are at home in British Indian historiography. British administrative usage of land set-
tlements and revenue for the purpose of making people with itinerant livelihoods
become sedentary is well known. In his study of colonial Bengal, especially the forest
woodlands of the East India Company’s South Western Frontier, K. Sivaramakrishnan
concludes that, in the early years, British administrators strove to achieve security
by sedentarizing people with mobile livelihoods and forming regimes of control and,
thereafter, used administrative means and property regimes, primarily by creating
reservations, to gain control over forest resources. In the process of this transforma-
tion followed the making of ‘tribal places’, contrasting ‘tribe’ to ‘caste’ as sociological

0f the nine Dai saohpas with such high rank during the Ming dynasty, three held ‘Xuanfu’ and
six ‘Xuanwei’ titles. The first were Nandian, Ganya, and Longchuan, and the second were Mengyang,
Cheli (Xishuangbanna), Mubang, Laos, Baiba (Chiangmai), and Miandian (Ava). Under Qing rule, Menggen
(Kengtung) replaced Babai (1640-1760s) when only Mubang and Kengtung were under Qing control. I am
grateful to Jianxiong Ma for many conversations to clarify these relations. Jianxiong Ma, ‘Constructing
Native Chieftains as an Imperial Frontier Institution: Endogamy and Dowry Land Exchange among the
Shan-Dai Chieftains in Yunnan-Burma Borderland since the Thirteenth Century’, in Yunnan-Burma-Bengal
Corridor Geographies: Protean Edging of Habitats and Empires, (eds) Dan Smyer Yii and Karin Dean (London:
Routledge, 2021), pp. 167-168, Table 8.1, pp. 77-78.

%Myosa, a title of high rank of nobility and royalty in Burma, was next in rank to the saohpa in the
Dai polities. The title could be bestowed on one of the ministers of a saohpa’s government and the myosa
could be the head of a small polity, dependent of a large saohpaship. See note 78.

SJianxiong Ma, ‘REXH LR, Rt 5 1ILIXZEFL, Taiwan Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, vol. 18,
no. 1, 2023. It was presented in English as a paper: ‘Development of Chieftaincy Bound to Militarization
of Mountain Communities and the Se Worship in Kokang on the Border between Burma and China’ at the
conference of the Association for Asian Studies, Seattle, 15 March 2024, unpublished.
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categories. In Bengal, Sivaramakrishnan argues, the two phases of ‘statemaking’ com-
prised East India Company rule followed by British Crown rule. Likewise, in south
India’s hill tracts, as elsewhere within the Indian subcontinent, grazing and shifting
cultivation was successively curbed—often by introducing land revenue settlements
that privileged sedentary cultivation and conditioned clauses in land law with racial
categories, especially those of ‘primitive tribe’ and itinerant livelihoods. In a recent
study of British rule in agrarian Assam, Bodhisattva Kar argues that the sedentary
cultivators were privileged before the shifting cultivators and any other nomadic
livelihood. The ambition was to universalize the administration of a largely varied
social organization in an equally varied territory. In the process, the generic category
of ryot (approx. peasant) was given centre stage. These cases and many more show that
although sedentary cultivation was favoured, the application of administrative forms
to achieve control was adjusted to place and time.*’

However, these studies on how cultivation was sedentarized are problematic to use
for a comparison with early British operations in the Dai territories. Having been partly
subsumed under the Chinese emperors and their bureaucracies for 500 years, the Dai
territories thereafter passed through an unstable period during the Hui rebellion and,
a decade-and-a-half later, fell under formalized British administration from the 1890s.
The main reason why the British wanted to move the control of revenue collection
from the saohpa to the British revenue administration was not to sedentarize the pop-
ulation but to undo the powers of the elite. When the territory was divided up between
the British and the Chinese rulers, when under threat, the western Dai saohpas and
their ministers were effectively cut off from the support they could earlier count on
from Chinese troops. In view of Sivaramakrishnan’s study, we may conclude that the
two successive phases of securing control by means of arms and establishing formal
administration to control natural resources were not introduced in the Dai territories
in two consecutive periods but were implemented simultaneously across two to three
decades.

Kengtung was located a long way from British headquarters, and it took time before
a British officer first visited the polity. Scott arrived (somewhat by mistake) in 1890,
and Hildebrand made his first visit in 1892 as part of the Anglo-Siamese boundary com-
mission.®® Hildebrand’s report included a proposal for the assessment of tribute for the
period 1893-1897 which applied to the Central and Eastern divisions of the Southern
Shan States. Kengtung was not included in these lists. It was not until 1896, with the

7K. Sivaramakrishnan, Modern Forests: Statemaking and Environmental Change in Colonial Eastern India
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 78, 83-90, 277-279; Cederl6f, Landscapes and the Law, pp.
134-135, 138-140, 215-218; Bodhisattva Kar, ‘The Birth of the Ryot: Rethinking the Agrarian in British
Assam’, in Landscape, Culture, and Belonging: Writing the History of Northeast India, (eds) Neeladri Bhattacharya
and Joy L. K. Pachuau (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), pp. 38-40, 65. See also Cederldf,
‘Tracking Routes’, p. 94, for a brief discussion about the usage of the prefix ‘Ka’ as in Kachin and
Khaang to indicate ‘wild’ or barbarian people, living in the frontier tracts. It has similar connotations
as ‘tribe’ when used by British officials in India’s frontier tracts but the comparison should be made with
caution.

%For the Anglo-Siamese boundary commission’s work in 1893, see the several reports in IOR, BBPP,
May 1893.
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succession of the saohpa, that a sanad was put in place,® which altered Kengtung’s sta-
tus. Borrowing the term from the Mughal empire, the sanad was a legal document, used
for decrees, grants, treaties, and proclamations throughout British India. The signifi-
cance of sanads can be seen in the discussion of the ‘homage presents’ of gold and silver
flowers that were given to the king of Burma. Such gifts were submitted together with
the tribute to a king who represented the powers of the Buddha. Thus, the gifts carried
a strong symbolic value, while their monetary value was irrelevant.”® The secretary
to the Government of India, Foreign Department, wrote to the chief commissioner of
Burma:

It is understood that the value of these ‘homage presents’ is inconsiderable. It
was no doubt desirable to require their due delivery when we had no post in
Kengtung and when nothing more than occasional visits to the State by our offi-
cers was contemplated. But matters are now on an entirely different footing
and, with the changed conditions which the new Sanad will mark, these ves-
tiges of a bygone system, with their old time associations, may well be allowed
to disappear.”

The sanad was granted in 1897; it granted the saohpa his authority on certain con-
ditions. The saohpas had no problems understanding the importance of a sanad. The
Qing state manifested the saohpa’s hereditary power with five signs of imperial recog-
nition: a title paper, an official seal, the saohpa’s fingerprint, his genealogy, and a
testimonial. The new saohpa was empowered by these documents and by the seal. Now,
the sanad replaced the five imperial signs and worked to proclaim the new overlord’s
authority.”

The Kengtung sanad had 11 conditions and an introduction, which stated “... to per-
mit you to administer the territory of Keng Tung in all matters, whether civil, criminal
or revenue, and at any time to nominate, for the approval of the Chief Commissioner,
a fit person according to Shan usage to be your successor in the Sawbwaship’. The
conditions that followed the introduction largely kept to the principles of a subsidiary
alliance. The saohpa was to administer the territory according to the custom of the
country, and in all matters would be subject to the guidance of the superintendent
of the Southern Shan States (para. 4). The British stated that they would not inter-
fere with Kengtung’s domestic politics and matters of justice as long as they followed
advice given by the superintendent. The saohpa also had to abstain from communica-
tion with states outside British India (para. 2). Foreign relations were in the hands of
British authority. Disputes connected with any other part of the Shan states were to be

%*Sanad’ entered British judicial terminology as a term that indicated an administrative document in
Mughal India. It came to be used for deeds, as in a land deed or treaty, or decrees. The British India Foreign
Department had already drafted a template for such sanads in the Shan States in 1890. Conditions in the
sanad could be altered and adjusted when written for a specific polity.

®Jordan Carlyle Winfield, ‘Buddhism and Insurrection in Burma, 1886-1890’, Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society, vol. 20, no. 3, 2010, p. 347.

1IOR, BBPP, January 1897, From W. J. Cunningham, Secretary to the Government of India, Foreign
Department, to the Chief Commissioner of Burma, 30.12.1896, para. 3. IOR, ARSSS, 1896-1897, pp. 22-23.

?Ma, ‘Constructing Native Chieftains as an Imperial Frontier Institution’, pp. 175-180.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25101352 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X25101352

648 Gunnel Cederlsf

submitted to the superintendent, and his decision had to be applied (para. 7). Thereby,
paragraph 7 marked a limit to Kengtung’s exercise of justice. The saohpa could do as
he wished when handling cases of subjects of Kengtung’s polity, but not when subjects
of other Dai polities were involved (para. 11). Thus far, no conditions in the 1897 sanad
were outside of the ordinary.

In addition to these paragraphs were conditions specific to Kengtung. These para-
graphs were also used in sanads for other polities; however, the implications would
differ between the polities. The sanad stated that the government reserved propri-
etary rights in all forests, mines, and minerals in Kengtung. When the saohpa wanted
to work the forests or mines, he had to lease them from the government and pay royal-
ties on all metals, precious stones, and other minerals (para. 3). He was also to give land
for free at any time if the government wanted to build a railway through Kengtung
territory. Former landowners were then to be compensated by the government and,
from then on, the government would resume all jurisdiction of the lands required for
railway purposes (para. 8). The superintendent could at any time appoint an agent to
keep him informed about conditions in the state (para. 6). This agent was equivalent
to a resident officer and was a euphemism for a British intelligence gatherer. Finally,
the saohpa had to maintain order and keep the trade routes open (para. 5). Paragraphs
9 and 10 regulated duties on opium, spirits, and fermented liquor, and requested that
the saohpa turn over criminals who had taken refuge within the state. Paragraph 1
was the only one that benefitted Kengtung. The government promised an exemption
of five years of tribute payment ‘as a mark of favour’. The British understood that they
had to interact gently with a polity as large, strong, and influential as Kengtung.”

As can be seen in this discussion, the devil is in the details. The simple separation
of authority over domestic and foreign issues, which signified a subsidiary alliance,
disappeared in the special conditions. Two sets of conflicting paragraphs deserve spe-
cial attention. First, administering the polity of Kengtung ‘according to the custom
of the country’ excluded most of the country’s territory from the saohpa’s authority,
including the valuable natural resources as well as lands where a railway might be built.
These terms were to be repeatedly breached in all polities whose sanads included the
condition. Forest regulations in particular were often violated. Second, the condition
prohibiting the saohpa from interfering with states outside British India, since this
was a foreign and therefore a British government domain, was also made to apply to
other polities within the Dai territories. This brought the foreign domain right up to
Kengtung’s borders. As should be noted, the British government chose to call these
polities ‘states’. In 1869, Edward Sladen, while staying as a guest of the governor to
the Du Wenxiu government in Tengyue, made a point of complimenting the governor
for allowing the Dai to govern themselves, ‘instead of imposing on them chiefs and

The sanad was written with the Hsipaw sanad as a template. The name of the late saohpa of
Kengtung was Sau Kawn Hkam Hpu, and his successor was Sau Kawn Kiau Intaleng. IOR, BBPP, January
1897, from W. J. Cunningham, Secretary to the Government of India, Foreign Department, to the Chief
Commissioner of Burma, 30.12.1896, Sanad, appointment of sawbwa Kengtung. IOR, ARSSS, 1892-1893,
App. B. IOR, BBPP, April 1897, Telegram from the Chief Secretary to the Chief Commissioner, Burma, to
the Superintendent and Political Officer, Southern Shan States, 8.1.1897. IOR, BBPP, Telegram from A. H.
Hildebrand, Superintendent and Political Officer, Southern Shan States, to the Chief Secretary to the Chief
Commissinoer, Burma, 9.2.1897.
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governors of an alien race’. In contrast, when the Burmese banned the Dai, who lived
further south, from holding any such autonomy, Sladen explained, ‘the states were
subject to chronic disturbance, and industry had yielded to indolence and poverty’.”*
In 1869, when discussing with the governor the reopening of the passage and trade
route from Bhamo to Tengyue, it suited the British to emphasize that these polities
were autonomous ‘states’ and not dependents. By the 1890s, with the territories now
under British control, the word ‘state’ remained in British India’s vocabulary. However,
the word’s semantic contents had been hollowed out. In the long view, we may note
that these polities had never been sovereign in the absolute meaning of the term. They
had paid tributes to both their neighbours and been granted certain autonomy by the
emperor of China for guarding the frontier, yet they remained firmly subsumed under
his rule. Autonomy never corresponded to sovereignty.”

Changes did not take place overnight in Kengtung. In fact, it was one of the last poli-
ties in the Southern Shan States to adjust to the new administrative principles. Without
the support of the Qing troops to fight back the British, Kengtung’s strong position was
coming to an end. The stubborn resistance from the saohpa and his ministers delayed
the full impact of the sanad. In 1898, Symes wrote:

... much remains to be done, especially in the matters of gradually equalizing
the incidence of taxation throughout the States and in reducing the number of
persons exempted from taxation. In Kengtung, where there has hitherto been
little interference with native customs, an excellent start was made in substitut-
ing more regular methods. ... The Lieutenant-Governor is unable to agree with
Mr. Carey in his preference for a fixed house-tax rather than a thathameda sys-
tem in Kengtung. The fixed house-tax may work fairly well so long as taxation is
as low as it is at present, though even now it results in ‘liberal exemptions’ and

is regarded as ‘easy on the rich, but hard on the poor’.”®

Even though the British administration of the western and central districts of the
Southern Shan States was stabilizing in the late 1890s, British officials were still sensi-
tive to negative reactions from the saohpas’ administration and kin. The selection of a
new saohpa, myoza, or a high-ranking monk was particularly difficult, which called for
apublic event to put alid on ‘heart-burning’ feelings. Such events—durbars—had occa-
sionally been held throughout the 1890s. They were organized to gather the saohpas at

7MIOR, Selections from the Records of the Government of India, Foreign Department, No. 79, Official
Narrative of the Expedition to Explore the Trade Routes to China via Bhamo, by Major E. B. Sladen, Political
Agent, Mandalay, Calcutta 1870, p. 123.

SLi Fuyi, KRIFPISN) , Bk B15E (The Territories of the Southern Frontier (nanhuan neiwai))
(Taipei: Furen Publishing House, 2003 [1979]), pp. 142-143. Li Fuyi explains the trajectory of the Menggen
saohpa from the Yuan dyansty in 1347 to the Qing dynasty in 1766 when, pressured by military occu-
pation, the saohpa claimed loyalty to the Qing. During this long period, Menggen merged into Cheli
(Sipsongpanna), became a prefecture under the Ming government, was occupied by Burma’s Toungoo
government in the sixteenth century, submitted to Qing rule in 1766, and became gradually controlled
by Burma as the Qing government weakened. I am grateful to Jianxiong Ma for guiding me to Li Fuyi’s
publication.

7IOR, ARSSS, 1897-1898, pp. 1-2. Frederic Fryer (1845-1922) was the chief commissioner of Burma
from1895-1903. From 1897 the title changed to lieutenant governor.
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an occasion where the superintendent could distribute information and orders, settle
disputes, install office holders, carry out punishments, and hold social events. At the
earliest durbars, held in 1891-1892, Hildebrand had optimistically called for budgets to
be submitted from each polity only to find that the figures provided were out of touch
with reality and the saohpas had begun to over-assess people. Hildebrand’s ambition
to reorganize the polities to suit a centralized revenue authority with predictable rev-
enue incomes (termed ‘tribute’) failed badly. Already in 1893, an idea was launched
to bring the saohpas’ sons to a school in Rangoon to be taught the basic knowledge
necessary for running the administration of a state. But the parents refused to send
their sons so far from home and in 1895-1896, it was agreed that the British southern
headquarters of Taunggyi would be the location of the school. However, it took several
years simply to get the building in place.”

In the late 1890s, when Kengtung was also made a region under British adminis-
tration, Hildebrand instilled sufficient fear to invoke submission to British rule simply
by his own and his officials’ presence. The officials and officers were therefore con-
stantly en route through the area. In May 1898,16 saohpas with their accompanying
officials, retainers, and monks were invited to a durbar at Taunggyi. The large crowd
was balanced by a powerful representation of British attendees comprising all polit-
ical and civil officers stationed at the British headquarters, the colonel commanding
the Southern Shan States, and military officers from Fort Stedman. Gifts for good ser-
vice and sanads were presented to the Yawnghwe saohpa, the Wanyin Myoza, and the
ngwegunhmu of Ywangan.”® These gifts, which had a carrot-and-stick incentive effect,
had to be handed over in such public forums, as explained by B. S. Carey. For example,
‘in Ywangan feelings ran high’ when the next heads were acknowledged and, in fact,
decided by the British. Carey, officiating in place of Hildebrand, related how he had
clarified the government’s policy of rights to succession to the audience of Dai saoh-
pas and their accompanying officials. The men who succeed the former office holders
were disputed between different groups in the polities. Carey reproached the Ywangan
officials for insubordination and threats. If they got their way in selecting another son
of the former head, the boy—a minor—would have de facto given the ministers con-
trol of Ywangan. Carey warned them about ‘speedy and dire punishment’. The message
was forcefully echoed at the following week-long deliberations with all saohpas. Half a
year later, the same procedure was repeated at the durbar at Loikaw with the Western
Karenni chiefs.”

Conversely, durbars could also serve as an opportunity for honouring saohpas,
granting them special distinctions. For example, the visit of the British viceroy and
his durbar in Mandalay in 1893 was made a special occasion for the saohpas of Moné
(Mong Nai), Mong Pan, and Mong Pawn, the myoza of Samka, and the ngwegunhmu of

77I0R, ARSSS, 1893-1894, p. 11. IOR, ARSSS, 1894-1895, pp. 22-23. IOR, ARSSS, 1898-1899, p. 35.

8Sai Aung Tun explains the different ranks of heads of polities. The saohpas ruled over big polities,
myosas over polities dependent on a saohpaship, and ngwehkunmu was the lowest rank of the heads of
polities. Aung Tun, History of the Shan State, p. 166. The ngwehkunmu could, for example, be the head of
a silver mine. The significance of the titles changed over time and were not always used consistently in
British reports.

79I0R, ARSSS, 1897-1898, pp. 7-8.
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Pwehla who were granted chains, swords, and medals of honour by the viceroy for their
services to the British sovereign. Loyalties mitigated divisions between saohpas.®°

The long-term challenge for the bureaucracy before it could take root was mostly
explained in terms of the difficulty in making people visible and thereby accountable
in administrative reports. Noting the tributes as ‘revenue’ and making them part of
the revenue department’s administration under the Government of India was a step
in this direction. As G. W. Dawson summed it up in the Bhamo district gazetteer, the
payment of tribute would be ‘a convincing testimony of [the people’s] positions of
political subjection’. Tributes in the Southern Shan States were fixed in five-years
cycles: 1888-1892, 1893-1897, and 1898-1902. Collections were based on the princi-
ples of house tax. The results up to 1898 were meagre. The territory was far too large
for the officials to cover in their attempts to collect a reliable enumeration of houses,
even in years when one of them worked throughout the rains. Therefore, the invento-
ries were based on native sources and local knowledge in both the Central and Eastern
divisions. Hildebrand had to trust the saohpas. Yet by 1897-1898, only 55 per cent of all
the houses counted had been taxed in the Southern Shan States. Carey explained to the
displeased Government of India that, where tributes could be raised, it was only due
to the return of people who had fled their villages during the volatile disturbances in
Thibaw’s final years and at the time of annexation. Migration now increased the num-
ber of houses that could be taxed in the future. The figures on which tributes were
calculated and the collections so far were reliable only in the administrative west-
ernmost Myelat division. In the Central division, only Yawnghwe had been surveyed.
But this had taken place as early as 1892 and the figures were therefore unreliable
because of migrations. Finally, Kengtung was exempted from tribute until 1902.%! Carey
wrote:

The facts are, a correct house-counting has not yet been made; a fictitious num-
ber of persons are shown on our books as exempted, and who really pay tax in
part or in whole; also the number of persons who are exempted are the rich, who
should pay, but who escape on the plea of relationship to the Sawbwa, or Heng, or
some other official, and the tax therefore is paid by the poorest class of people.®?

Carey’s frank honesty was not well received by the Government of India. Hildebrand,
who was in the habit of reporting in a more diplomatic tone, defended his assistant’s
work. The Government of Burma, that is, the chief commissioner, had acknowledged
Hildebrand’s modifications for refining the assessment. But the Government of India
reprimanded Hildebrand for favouring the saohpas at the expense of the interests

80R, ARSSS, 1893-1894, p. 11. The special honours were KSM, that is, Kyet thaye zaung shwe Salwe
ya Min = Recipient of the Gold Chain of Honour (Burma); TDM, that is,Thuye gaung ngwe Da ya Min
= Recipient of the Silver Sword for Bravery (Burma); ATM, that is, Ahmudan gaung Tazeik ya Min =
Recipient of the the Medal for Good Service (Burma). See http://www.almanachdegotha.org/id187.html,
[accessed 18 September 2025].

81JOR, ARSSS, 1897-1898, pp. 25-26.

821bid., p. 26. Heng was a minor Dai official in charge of a small district. Aung Tun, History of the Shan
State, p. 624.
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of ‘paramount power’. Hildebrand received complaints about his failure to discour-
age people from migrating between states as a way to avoid taxation. Newly arrived
persons did not have to pay taxes in the first five years, which resulted in peo-
ple moving to the neighbouring polity and receiving another five years’ exemption.
The government also complained about the insignificant tax burden, and the liberal
granting of exemptions from taxation overall. In response and in a patriarchal tone,
Hildebrand pointed out the difficulties ‘to wrestle with these ignorant and proud,
but timid and loyal, chieftains ... to strike the golden mean between good policy and
good revenue administration’. A defensive accusation against the superior authority’s
inability to comprehend the scale of the operation in view of the few assistants at
his disposal can be sensed between the lines in Hildebrand’s report. Travelling with
staff and guards in the mountain terrain, from village to village, counting houses
and assessing productive resources in order to calculate a correct level of tribute,
had to be done in the dry season when other missions were also ordered to be car-
ried out.®® Hildebrand lacked staff and, more importantly, the bureaucratic grid could
not be put in place by means of a sledgehammer policy. There were times when the
mere threat of armed violence worked better than obliterating villages to convey
a lesson. The bureaucracy had to be pieced together by unplugging the supporting
structure of the existing organization in the Dai polities—the privileges, the saohpas’
unconditioned access to forest and mineral resources, the control mechanisms of the
long-distance transportation system, and the social and symbolic manifestations of
relationships between the saohpas, and between the saohpas and the former superior
power. Bureaucratic violence thereby had a severe impact on the very existence of Dai
society.

From a broader perspective, the decade leading up to the turn of the twentieth
century saw a bureaucratic grid coming into place through a skeleton of intended
administrative functions. The grid remained incomplete with many leaks. Revenues
increased, yet budgets failed. Timber leases added to income while inspections iden-
tified large areas of girdled teak and green teak trees cut on the saohpas’ orders,
which were against the Upper Burma Forest Regulations. Newly constructed roads
were few and the work progressed slowly. The violent force embedded in such a
bureaucracy materialized in the continuously travelling missions with many infor-
mal meetings and formal durbars. The reports make them appear as peacefully
conducted within a civil administration, whereas they were almost entirely car-
ried out by army officers who also had civil duties. They were the very same
officers who occasionally joined the punitive missions or the tours with civil pur-
poses, which turned violent on the mission’s route. Armed violence was obvious
through its deliberate execution, whereas violence within bureaucratic practice oper-
ated in exceptional judicial arrangements, political coercion, blackmail, threat, and
institutionally initiated eradications. These two methods of enforcement were dif-
ferent in intent and institutional form but overlapped and reinforced each other in
practice.

These bureaucratic operations represented the proactive measures to remake the
Dai polities and locate them in their positions of political subjection under the British

83J0R, ARSSS, 1898-1899, pp. 23-24.
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Government of India and within its institutions. Both army and administrative opera-
tions extended the bureaucratic grid. During its setup, the saohpas were made the key
to secure law, order, and revenues. The presence of the British army and the threat
of punishment, including the destruction of villages, was the incentivizing stick built
into the grid. Such pervasive threats of violence were transmitted in the veins of social
relations, with the saohpas embodying them within the Dai polities. Troops could not
always be present even if garrisons were placed at strategic locations, and the military
police force was not strong enough to face hundreds of armed men under the saohpas.
The superintendents nevertheless had to make it work, which explains the negotia-
tions and judicial exceptions. The saohpas had to be won over, but more through the
use of sticks than by carrots.®*

In this way, armed and bureaucratic violence materialized through the practice and
the procedures of the officers on the ground and in everyday encounters in which
saohpas and their ministers, and local conflicts and immediate needs also played a
part in British efforts to govern this region. The very same British officers acted simul-
taneously on civil and military mandates; however, they were well hidden in reports
addressing questions raised by the different departments in the British Government
of India. The importance of realities on the ground is particularly evident in situations
when superintendents or army officers had gone a step too far and acted on their
own judgement, sometimes against orders. As discussed earlier, there were several
occasions when the chief commissioner of Burma had to endorse and validate such
operations retroactively while burying excessive armed violence in administrative
prose.

In fact, it was never a question of following the long-established principle of
respecting native custom or acknowledging existing rights after annexation. The
exceptional conditions in the interim period between conquest and settled admin-
istration, which aimed to flatten Dai social relations and its political hierarchies,
took the sting out of the old elites. The new political border, which was already par-
tially at work in the 1890s, frustrated the dynamism that had pitched the Qing and
Burmese courts against each other and made the Chinese emperors send armed sup-
port to the saohpas. This was an empire soon to fall and the emperor’s promise
to stand by the saohpas in return for protection of the frontier tracts had already
withered.
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84See, for example, IOR, ARSSS, 1896-1897, p. 28, about girdling trees in Mawkmai, Méng Pu, and Méng
Hsat. IOR, ARSSS, 1897-1898, p. 39, about the saohpas’ extensive trading in timber with Siam in the Eastern
and Karenni subdivisions. IOR, ARSSS, 1893-1894, p. 10, about 1,170 girgled teak trees and 500 felled in the
Moné state; 200 girdled teak trees and 147 felled in Mawkmai; assumption of a high level of non-reported
cases and desire to close forests from general permission to work them. IOR, Resolution on the Forest
Administration Profess Report of the Upper Burma Circle, 1890-1891, para 14. Frances O’'Morchoe, ‘Teak
& Lead: Making Borders, Resources, and Territory in Colonial Burma’, Geopolitics, vol. 28, no. 1, 2023, pp.
31-32; Graeber, The Utopia of Rules, p. 48.
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