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Executive summary

Local history, Identification, and Resource Struggles in Nan, Northern
Thailand

History

This study is about the story of people who were part of the making of national
history. However, their story are often unheard and off-recorded in the centralist Thai
historiography. This study takes the cases of Lao Puan, Thai Lue, Khamu, Lowland
Thai Bo Klua and Ban Luang communities to constitute the local history, vernacular
identification and resource struggles in response to the official identification and state
simplification of people and resources located in different geographical space and
historical context. These 5 communities, to some extent, were migrated to Northern
Thailand (known in another name as Lanna) in 18th century. This period is known
among Thai historian (Lanna historian in particular) as the age of “Keb Pak Sai Sa,
Keb Kha Sai Muang”, literally means “collect the vegetable into the basket, collect the
people into the city”. It was the time of tremendous social dislocation and warfare in
the 18th century when the Northern Kingdom rebuilt the city after liberation from the
Burmese domination. These ethnic minorities were among various groups of people
formed as the ethnic mosaic in the valley and hill landscape of Nan. Overtime,
through the modern Thai nation state making the identification of these ethnic
minorities have been shaped by the state simplification materialized by state projects
such as citizenship, national security, development discourse, natural resource
management and environmentalism.

The Lao Puan ethnic migrated to Thailand from Muang Puan (Muang is a kind
of city-state/mini-state), now in Chiang Kwang province, Laos PDR, in the 18th

century. Puan city- state in the past was under the rise and fall of Vientiane, Vietnam,
and Siam (former name of Thailand). Waves of migration of Lao Puan people to
Thailand were about 5 periods of time since 1778 until 1834, some of them were war
captives. Lao Puan of Ban Fai Mun, Pa Kha sub-district, Tha Wang Pa district, Nan
Province had migrated here around 1834. Their social memory of displacement is
centrally around the story of inter-city-state warfare and being forced to settle here to
work as the labors in constructing the weir and canal of the traditional irrigation
system (known in Thai as Muang Fai, which literally means canal-weir). This
traditional water management is essential for supplying water to rice field of the king
of Nan. Every year the villagers had to contribute their labor for collective work on
the royal paddy field and harvest the product for the royal barn. They also had their
own paddy field to produce rice for own consumption. In fact, they were not the only
diasporas forced to do public work for the king. The nearby Lue communities (Lue are
ethnic Tai displaced from Muang La in Sipsong Panna, Yunnan Province, PR.China)
also participated in building the irrigation system and working collectively on the
royal rice field. Basically their livelihood during the settlement period was wet rice
cultivation supplemented with upland rice (swidden agriculture) especially for the



H

ones who lack lowland paddy field. Some villagers took up the itinerant trades during
the post-harvest season using oxen caravan to transport goods for long distant route.

In the context of independent state, the making of modern Thai nation-state
has undergone through territorialization, nationalism campaign, and modernization
(Vandergeest and Peluso, 1995). Thai state formation has undertaken the series of
state-led development schemes to increase the presence of the state power in the
village. During this period, transformation into Thai and uphold Thainess has been
seen by the ethnic Lao Puan as the safest practices to secure their niche in Thai
society. Their Lao cultural identities were considered as cultural traits kept inside for
their own consumption. Being Laoness, whether in terms of language, costume, or
ritual, was hidden to the outsiders. Nevertheless, with their identification of being
valley dweller, sedentary community, wet rice grower, devout Buddhist, and
recognition in official Thai history as people with nation-state of their own, this
Laotian enclave has been able to co-exist nicely with the larger lowland Thai. At some
point, although, they experienced hardship and often felt somewhat different and
subordinate, especially in terms of culture, language and custom. This village had stop
slash-and-burn cultivation completely in 1983. Part of the reason is because it is seen
as a symbol of backwardness and environmental destruction, not favored by the
modern Thai society, which is increasingly concerned about the environmental issues.
Their geographies of identification liken them with the majority Thai.

At the present time, Thai society has become relatively open and plural. The
fluid identification of being Thai Puan and/or Lao Puan is considered as a “social
capital” of this Lao-origin community. The Lao Puan has re-invented their ethnic
identity materially and symbolically. They built the statute of Chao Luang Moei Fa,
their hero from the Puan city-state era. The statute has quickly become the node of
community unity. They also re-built the Lao Puan-style house to symbolize their
living quarter. Handcrafts such as blacksmith and weaving are revived to demonstrate
a traditional expertise of Lao men and women respectively. Their local history has
been re-told on the painting so-called ancestor wall. To speak Lao dialect, while still
fluent in northern dialect and Thai, is a sort of pride instead of shame as in the past.
Promptly, they are able to link up with other Lao Puan diasporas scattering all over
Thailand. The social network of Thai Puan Association of Thailand led by the former
Supreme Commander of the Thai military provides them more political space in Thai
society.

Thai Lue communities of Ban Nong Bua and Ban Don Moon shared the same
history, culture and identity as being the diasporas displaced from Muang La,
Sibsongpanna, PR China. They were settled here under the patronage of the king of
Nan. These two villages were uprooted from their former place as appeared the
legendary in palm leaf text. They also shared the memory of being forced to build the
irrigation system with other groups of displaced people. Like the lowland Thai
majority, their livelihood is identified with valley dwellers doing wet rice farm
supplemented with upland rice and also the devout Buddhist. Upholding Chao Luang
Muang La as their hero has been reproduced through the animal sacrifice ritual in
every 3 year. This is one of Thai Lue identification. Thai Lue have enjoyed their
likeness of being Tai race (with the Thai prefix) to adjust themselves with the lowland
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while maintain their Lue cultural identities. They have been able to position
themselves well with the penetration of market economy in the villages. The flourish
of eco-tourism offers Thai Lue the opportunity to commoditize their culture. They
started to re-construct and sometimes re-invent their history, identity, and culture.
However, changing ecological system and access to resources has diverged economic
prosperity of these two villages. It fabricated the competitive and unequal relation
between these two Lue villages. Ban Nong Bua has been criticized by Ban Don Moon
for modification the tradition to accommodate the outsiders for the sake of economic
benefits. Ban Don Moon also felt that they gained no shares from commercialization
of the sacrifice ceremony held at Ban Bong Bua. Local history, identities, and cultural
practices were contested. The contestation culminated when Ban Don Moon decided
to hold its own ceremony separate from Ban Nong Bua.

Khamu, the Mon-Khmer linguistic group, is one of the nine official ethnic
hilltribes of Thailand. A big number of Khamu are found in Lao PDR. A Khamu of
Ban Huey Puk in this case study was evacuated from Chiang Saen in the 18th century
by king of Nan. They were settled in two different places before moved to the present
location in 1899. History of Khamu is ambiguous among the Thai. Some scholars
maintain that Khamu were lowland native in this area. They fled to the mountain
during the invasion by the lowland Thai, or flight from valley to hill area in Jame C.
Scott’s terms (1999). In Thai’s view, Khamu are the labor always working for other
people including Thai, European loggers, and other ethnic minorities. They are known
among the Thai people as slash-and-burn cultivator, nomad, animist, and hill dwellers.
In fact, Khamu are rather in between of valley and hill, in terms of geography and
ecology. In this particular community, they had been once introduced to wet rice
cultivation and orchard growing by the state-led agricultural development program.
However, they later went back to upland swidden agriculture. Khamu also depend on
the non-timber forest product to supplement their upland rice cultivation. Accessibility
to market economy turn Khamu livelihood to more exposure to labor market outside
the village. They are considered as the honest and hard working people. The young
generations have switched from shifting cultivation to waged labor in non-agricultural
sector outside the village, unlike the Lao Puan who abandon shifting cultivation in the
upland but remain farmer in a capital-intensive farming in the valley. During the
communist insurgency penetration in rural Thailand the Khamu, like other hilltribes in
Thailand, were subject to close surveillance by the paramilitary forces of the
government. In the development period, with their already at the margin of Thai
society, Khamu of Ban Huey Puk have been further marginalized by the project to
build the reservoir for the agricultural benefit of the lowland Thai. The entire Khamu
village will be inundated. The national park expansion and reforestation scheme also
enclosed the villagers’ cultivated area in the hill. With these threats to their livelihood
and persistence of Khamu identity, Khamu of Ban Huey Puk turned to their culture for
the repertoire of protest. They re-invented the spiritual worship and sorcery to dispel
the outside threats as well as to comfort the villagers from fear, anxiety, and
incompetence. The Khamu history and identity has been re-constructed to mobilize
the collective forces of the villagers and restore the integrity of the community.
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Bo Klua communities have had its name in Thai national history, and Lanna in
particular, as the outside power sought to control the salt mine. Oral history narrates
that people living here are Kon Muang (lowland Thai) migrated from Chiang Saen.
However, some archeological evidence informed the existence of the communities
predated long before. Livelihood of people depends mainly on wet rice farming in the
small valley and salt production from the salt mine. Salt has been the node of
relationship between Bo Klua communities and outsiders. Social relation of
production of salt is organized collectively by common property regime. In the past,
salt was used to pay tribute to the rulers of the kingdom. In modern times, salt
production and community livelihood were disrupted by the fighting between the
government forces and the Communist Party of Thailand. The people of Bo Klua
remember this period as the dark age of salt production. The communities were almost
completely cut off from outside. When the arm conflict ended the salt production
resumed again with increasing presence of the state agencies in Bo Klua and joined
hand with the market economy. Rituals and cultural practices of people in Bo Klua
liken them to the Thai Lue, the identity denied by Bo Klua people. Property relation in
salt production has become complicated with shortage of land, labor and fuelwood.
However, a belief in guardian spirits and exclusive memberships of the community
are still in use as the institutional mechanisms that govern salt production. Salt
production has been involved with spatial relation, property relation and gender
relation. Salt mine is a common property resource of Bo Klua communities. However,
salt production needs land owned by the individual. Salt mine is a forbidden space for
women. Women power instead exercises through designated roles in spiritual
ceremony. Salt mine in the modern days is less significant in terms of material
resource but has become meaningful in terms of history, identity, and sense of place of
people who live there.

In Ban Luang case study, the point of departure of the investigation is the
historical event of peasant uprising against the influential logger and the state. Ban
Luang communities are the settlement of the commoners escaping from being war
captives and labor conscription. Muang Suad, the first settlement, has been known
among the traders and travelers as the trade route in Nan. People of Ban Luang are the
lowland Thai doing wet rice farming that depend upon the traditional irrigation
management. It is peripheral to both Nan and Chiang Rai. Situating at the margin, Ban
Luang became the target of the CPT to set up the strong hold in the 1970s. The
infiltration of the CPT accelerate the state presence in the village by building the road
to connect Ban Luang with the center of Nan. The road also brought the loggers into
the watershed forest of Ban Luang that led to the protest and uprising. The rebel that
led to the victory of the peasant was a rare incident. It is rather situational in space and
time. The study emphasized the analysis on the political ramification of the event that
later became the collective memory of Ban Luang people. It transformed to be a
history, legend, local discourse on forest protection, and vernacular identification of
Ban Luang known as Ban Luang Huang Pa (literally means Ban Luang protect the
forest). This identification has in effect become the burden of history of Ban Luang
communities. It is the memory and identity, which the people of Ban Luang have to
live with. History has eventually become institutionalized and used as a license for
radical action against the hilltribe making their way to Ban Luang forest area.
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Resource uses and identification

The Lao Puan, Thai Lue, and Khamu, like many ethnic minorities and
peripheral communities, have been incorporated into the modernization of the Thai
nation-state since the early period of development era. However, for the Lao Puan and
Thai Lue, they have been able to harvest the benefit from the state-led development
project by Thai-ization themselves well through the identification of Thai Puan and
Thai Lue meanwhile maintain, sometimes re-invent, their Lao and Lue past when
necessary. When Thai society destines towards civil society where cultural diversity
becomes asset and commodity the Lao Puan and Thai Lue communities have re-
constructed their ethnic identity and vernacular history, which have long been
oppressed by Thai hegemony. Khamu, on the other hand, has suffered dearly in the
hand of development discourse and capitalist penetration. With their official
identification as the hilltribe and labor class, the development process further
condemned Khamu to be waged labor in both local and national economy. Increasing
accessibility from outside, Khamu community is vulnerable to all social illnesses such
as poverty, drug uses and violence.

Lao Puan and Thai Lue’s identity and history also attach to the traditional
resource management system known locally as Muang Fai – the irrigation system for
wet rice cultivation in the lowland valley. As Lao Puan people specialized in
blacksmith such as knife, plow, axe, hoe and all kinds of steel equipment needed for
construction of the irrigation infrastructure. They were, at that time, considered
indispensable citizens in the local agro-ecosystem. Being wet rice grower and
Buddhist likens them to the lowland Thai majority. Lao Puan of Ban Fai Mun are
widely praised for their contribution in irrigation construction and water resource
management. They engaged in wet rice production since the settlement period. Some
of Lao Puan households had additionally cultivated on the upland but abandoned later
as the pressure from the conservation discourse mounted. Instead, they transformed
their former upland swidden into community forest to maintain their control and
access to forestlands to counter the reclaimed by the Royal Forestry Department’s
reforestation scheme. Although this community forest is the compromised choice it is
still better than losing it all to the state conservation project. It also makes them the
good citizens in the official perspective. Discourse of cultural diversity and the
resurrection, reinvention, and retelling of the history can be a discursive means of
gaining access to natural and economic resources. Lao Puan community has used its
identity-based access as the mechanism to secure the Social Investment Fund (SIF)
during the 1997 economic crisis. Meanwhile Thai Lue went further to commercialize
their cultural identification and history in the expanding market of eco-tourism.

Khamu’s resource uses, on the other hand, having been labeled with shifting
cultivation and as hill dwellers, are recently viewed as a threat to local and national
environment in the face of growing concern on the environmental conservation of the
lowland Thai. Like other ethnic hilltribes, Khamu are constantly blamed as the culprits
of deforestation and subject to be relocated out of watershed forest. They have been
under pressure from conservation policies to stop shifting cultivation. Their cultivated
areas are enclosed by the expansion of national park and reforestation scheme. They
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are also under the eminent threat of being displaced by the reservoir project. In the
situation of highly competitive resource access and widespread drug addiction, the
Khamu have been further marginalized and stigmatized with the imposed construction
of their past identification. At some point, the Khamu turn to their culture as the
repertoire of resource struggles. Belief in spirit and practice through ritual such as
sorcery were used as the weapons to fence off the threat of displacement. Khamu
believe that the place they are living now is important for being Khamu because it has
been chosen by the spirit as the right place. Uncertainty about displacement has
traumatized their life and caused suffering. Belief, ritual, magic and sorcery are
instrumental to dispel both outside (reservoir project) and the inside enemies (fear,
anxiety and suffering). Crisis of resource contest has led to the re-invention of Khamu
identity and history. Customary practice and belief have been reproduced as the
symbolic contest for resources and place their livelihood depends upon. The shared
belief in common identity is rooted in an attachment to place. This spatial dimension
of collective identity is catalyzed at the intersection of psychology, geography and
history. A community sense of attachment to place and to each other is maintained,
even consolidated, when the community is under the threat of displacement from it
geographic reference, a direct result from struggle over access to, or control over,
natural resource. Displacement here means both physical eviction and the sociological
and psychological instability that result from the loss of familiarity. When threatened
with displacement, it is common that the members of community come together to
consolidate their symbols and boundaries of self-definition.

Resource and place are important in identification of people. In the case of Bo
Klua, people identification is obscured by the resource – salt mine. History of Bo Klua
has been central around the access to salt mine by outsiders. Bo Klua people identify
themselves as Khon Muang (lowland Thai) despite their cultural practices liken them
to Thai Lue. It is a pocket of Khon Muang surrounded by the Lua believed to be an
autochthonous people. In modern days, salt as material resource is becoming less
important in economic life of people of Bo Klua but its historical and symbolic
meaning has been increasing.

Ban Luang history has been shaped by a single event of peasant rebel to
protect the watershed resources essential for the irrigation system in wet rice
cultivation. The struggles of Ban Luang communities to access to forest resources
persist over times with the memory and legend of the event. Facing challenge from
resource competition by various groups of people, the identity of “Ban Luang
Protecting the Forest” has been kept alive and used as a legitimate preemption to
protect the forest resources in Ban Luang district. Local identification of Ban Luang
has been strengthened by the recognition of its conservation practices at the national
level. Later on history, legend, and local identification of resource and people have
been used in a way that is questionable in terms of racial discrimination and violence.

Both Bo Klua and Ban Luang histories have been shaped by the larger context
of arm conflicts between the state and the leftist movement in Thailand during the
1970s-1980s. This historical period changed the people livelihood and community
relation with the state, especially in Nan’s grassroots movement.
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Seeing through the lens of valley and hill identifications

Vernacular history often articulates the people and environment through
geographies of identification. The valley identification of Lao Puan, Thai Lue, Bo
Klua, and Ban Luang is attached to the civilized images of wet-rice cultivator,
sedentary village, Buddhist and having nation state of their own. The hill
identification of Khamu is, in contrast, fixed to the uncivilized images of shifting
cultivator, moving around, animist, stateless hilltribe. Both are the products of state
simplification project (Scott, 1998). In the case of Lao Puan, they transform from the
subordinate enclave community to become the culturally distinctive community,
which well identified with the valley civilization in the context of emerging pluralism
in Thai society. Reinvention of vernacular history and cultural identity to suit with the
state project help them to gain benefits from changing politics of identification. To
maintain the fluid identification between the Lao and Thai axis allow them to alternate
and enjoy the nourishment from both identification over space and time. Identity and
vernacular history of Khamu are filled with the story about oppression,
marginalization, suffering and the struggles to free themselves from the fixed official
identification of being hilltribes. Under the threat of displacement and uncertainty,
they have turned to their culture, ethnic identity and telling their subaltern history to
mobilize collective forces and unity in contesting and negotiating with the state and
dominant lowland valley dwellers.

Local history in this research enterprise is the dialectics of official and
vernacular identification of people in struggles over access to resources, with the
interplay of geographies of identification of valley and hill ecosystem. It is situational
and contextual in terms of space and time.
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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 III 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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�����,- The Invention of Tradition $�� Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (eds.)
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