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Abstract

A study of local history, identification and resource contests of the
communities in Nan combined the approaches and methods from history, geography,
and anthropology to investigate the vernacular history of the local people unheard and
untold in the public transcripts. The author focuses the study on the common themes
central to the interrelationship of history, ethnicity, identity and resource uses. To
select the case studies, the author used different sub-theme to be the point of departure
of the investigation. In so doing, the research project is comprised 5 communities
constituting sub-themes of the research enterprise.

All the communities selected for this study surprisingly shared some common
characteristics. They all came from somewhere outside the region. All of them were
the product of the social dislocation widely known in Lanna history as the age of “put
the vegetables in the basket, put the people in the city” (Keb Pak Sai Sa, Keb Ka Sai
Muang). These 5 communities are relatively different in ethnic identity, cultural
assets, history, and resource uses. They make up the mosaic of social and cultural
landscapes of Nan. These communities are one or another the dwellers of valley and
hill ecosystem characterizing the montane-mainland of Southeast Asia, which shaped
history, culture, and identification of people in this region. Transformations of the
communities were marked by the incorporation to the modern Thai nation state and
developmental state respectively. Livelihood changes and resource struggles were
very much generated from development processes mobilized by two prime movers —
state and market. Local communities persisted through various forms of resource
contests, negotiation and resistance to the powerful social actors. Emerging pluralism
and civil society provide political space for local communities to assert their rights
over resources and power over themselves. Struggles over resources were often played
out in the terrain of cultural politics. Cultural revitalization through construction of
history, identity, and re-invention of tradition were employed as strategies to negotiate
with other social actors.

Lao Puan community is the ethnic Lao moved to settle here during the period
of King Rama Ill of Siam. Being the ethnic enclave community in the largely Thai
social landscape, the Laos in early period had to hide their cultural identities to
become Thai during the hype of Thai nationalism and developmentalism. Lao cultural
trait was kept inside for own consumption. At the present, as Thai society has become
open and tolerate pluralism this Lao-origin community takes a chance to re-construct
their history, identities, language, costume, livelihood and ritual materially and
symbolically. Thank partly for their affiliation with the valley civilization, Buddhism,
sedentary wet rice cultivation and Lao nation-statehood, the likes of Thai hegemony.
The fluid identification of being just Puan, Lao Puan, or Thai Puan proved to be useful
in harvesting the benefit from the wide range of social and political spaces in modern
Thailand.

Two Thai Lue villages selected for this research demonstrate the contest of
history, cultural authenticity, and identity diverged from the same origin. Unlike the
Lao Puan, these Thai Lue communities, with the “Thai” prefix identity, enjoyed the
privilege with the lowland Thai since the settlement period. With their distinctive
culture, history, and identification they competed among themselves to commercialize
the cultural assets. The contest played out in storytelling about the origin of the ritual
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ceremony and descendents of the heroic Chief. The contesting identification was born
out of uneven economic development, changing resource endowment and the
transformation of cultural assets of the communities into the commodities, which
unequally generate economic benefits to the individuals. The two Thai Lue villages
have re-constructed the Lue traditions materially and culturally including construction
of the statue of their heroic ancestor, Lue-style house, re-enactment of the sacrifice
ritual for the guardian spirits. They also operate their own tourism business based on
their Lue identification.

Unlike the Lao Puan and Thai Lue, Khamu people are categorized as the
hilltribe practicing slash-and-burn agriculture, animist, stateless people, backward in
state-led development discourse. Khamu have suffered dearly in the hand of
development and conservation discursive practices imposed by the official
identification. Often labeled as the labor class Khamu are at the bottom of Thai
hierarchical society and vulnerable to be marginalized in the political economic
transformation of locality. Khamu local history represents the subaltern history filled
with social sufferings. It is a microcosm of larger problems constituting unequal
power relations. Facing crisis of losing their livelihood and place-based identity
resulted from the reservoir project in favor of the lowland Thai, Khamu have to turn to
their culture and identity. Their repertoire of resistance included the construction of
history, ethnic identity, spirit, magic, and sorcery to fence off the outside enemies and
the enemies within, which are fear, anxiety, and hopelessness.

Bo Klua (salt mine) has its name in national history and in other official
records. The study of local history of this community aim to unveil the story about the
people whose identity tied with and obscured by this particular resource of importance
in the past. The people of Bo Klua mostly say that they are lowland Thai and migrated
here from Chiang Saen, the ancient city of Lanna kingdom. However, their cultural
practices resemble those of Thai Lue, identification that they deny. Local history of
Bo Klua is concerned with the salt production in different period of times. The so-
called dark age of salt production was during the siege of communist insurgency in
this area. The community was practically isolated from outside and salt trade was
halted. The state-led development connected this community to the outside market.
Traditional salt production became the first victims of the market force. At the present
the salt as material resource may be less valuable but its historical meaning in terms of
symbol and identity of the community is becoming significant.

The investigation of Ban Luan local history took the event of peasant uprising
to protect the watershed forest as the point of departure. The event seemed to have no
historical connection with Ban Luang community. It happened in the very specific
context of time and place in Thai political economy. Nevertheless, its significance has
been the political ramification of the event on the relationship, the history, and the
identification of Ban Luang as the conservationist. The specific event transformed into
the local history, the legend, local discourse on forest conservation and the
identification, which Ban Luang (imagined) community has to live with it. In many
occasions this local discourse and identification has turned itself into the acts of racial
discrimination and environment violence.

The local history, identity, and resource uses told in this construction of
knowledge are derived from historical facts but shaped by academic discourse of
knowledge claim. After all it is another story.
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