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Abstract

This study attempts to understand the transformation of gender roles in
resource management in a Karen community in northern Thailand. The objectives of
the study are to understand and explain external conditions that affect the way of life
and resource management, as well as the Karen gender role in resource management.
And, the transformation of gender roles and women’s adjustment to foster sustainable
natural resource management. The study is related to each period, according to the
mode of production and the managing of the resource in Ban Dok Dang.

Ban Dok Dang is settled with the mode of subsistence production. The
objective of agricultural production is to meet subsistence needs and local
consumption. The resource management is based on the belief and experiences
accumulated as “local knowledge” relating to practical regulations for utilizing and
balancing nature, as well as respecting “the guardian spirits” who reside in the
watershed. Both the Karen men and women play equally important roles in resource
management, both in domestic and public spheres at the community level. While the
woman concentrates on upland farming, the man concentrates on constructing
terraced field. In other words, upland farming belong to women and terraced areas
belongs to men.

As the Thai state increasingly expands its control over natural resources,
especially forest, the Karen resource management is changed according to the
centralized law and policy. The state declared centralized and restricted forest
policies, and also sends government officials to control the forest as well as
encourages cash crop production in hill areas. The villagers have to inevitably grow
cash crop due to state policy of land control and population pressure within limited
land.

Many villagers are forced into cash cropping or commercial production which
depends on outside inputs. This production system augmented class and gender
differentiation in the community. The more the Karen men are involved in



vi

commercial agriculture, the less the Karen women play a major role in the production.
Her status becomes inferior to men. The Karen women work harder both in upland
and terraced cultivation. In the rich and middle-class households, the Karen men have
more access and control over resources, both at household and community level, than
the women. Both men and women of the poor and land-less households become wage
laborers in and outside the community after they have finished work in their
cultivation fields.

Some of the villagers converted to Christianity and Buddhism. The
emergence of new beliefs is a product of articulation between traditional beliefs and
new religions. New meanings are constructed to meet the changing needs of modermn
time, Furthermore, the villagers have begun to educate the younger generation and
eventually established an elementary school.

The villagers at Ban Dok Dang, have a local reaction against forest
encroachment by the Thai state. The state intends to declare Mae Tho National Park
over this and neighboring areas. Because of this policy, as well as former forest
management policy, the villagers were forced to establish the “Environment and
Nature Conservation Group™ to revise their own knowledge and wisdom and express
their ideal of “environmentalism” to the public. At the same time, the villagers
adapted and articulated the concept and the project of development in responding to
the needs of the community.

Even though the women do not have a main role in cash cropping and a
decreasing role in natural resource management, the women adjust themselves and try
to find ways out of their struggle. They have organized the woman’s group and
established a women’s saving group and cooperative store for helping each other in
the financial dimension. Moreover, the women have started to go out with men to
struggle for their rights on land in out-side-community public sphere and have joined
village committee members to foster sustainable natural resources.
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