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ABSTRACT

This study examines one out-flow migration village located on the Xishuangbanna frontier
between China and Burma/Myanmar. The migrants from this village are Bulang, which is one of 26
officially recognized ethnic groups in Yunnan (China). They have migrated abroad since the
late-1940s, when the Communist Party liberated China. Three migration flows took place in this
village. In this village, some rich Bulang families moved out of their hometown to Burma/Myanmar
due to the insecure situation on the frontier when the political regime changed in China. This started
the first population out-flow. As a consequence of the political reforms that happened in China since
liberation, some other villagers decided to migrate to Burma/Myanmar. This out-flow lasted from the
late 1950s until the Cultural Revolution (1966) and was done so the people could control their own
lives. This was the second population out-flow. After social and economic transformation in China in
the late 1970s, some former migrants returned to their home village, which opened the eyes of the
villagers to a new world and prompted them to migrate too. Thus, the third migration flow emerged
in the late 1980s, and early 1990s. In this out-flow, the majority of workers (aged 15-39) migrated
for employment in Thailand. My study for this thesis focuses on the third population flow in order to
study current migration trends in this village and, further, to understand the causes of such migration

and its impact on the community.



The study attempts to identify the role of ethnic and cultural identity and gender relations in
the Bulang migration system, as well as to identify gender relations during the process of migration.
The first aim of this thesis is to show that traditional cultural practices and historical development
resulted in a particular community identity. The Bulang people used this identity as a platform for
current migration which then served to facilitate further migration. Bulang identity is based on the
organization of the community into five clan groups in the village. The clan groups preserve cultural
identity and contribute in other important respects to Bulang migration. Despite several political
changes within China although some migrants remained abroad for up to four decades, the
organization of the Bulang people has primarily remained clan-based both in the hometown and in
their migration destinations. This organization has served as both a cohesive force in the community
involving every age group and a necessary support system, particularly during periods of insecurity

during the migratory process.

The second aim of this study is to argue that while the perception of the role of women did
not necessarily change, on a practical level as decision makers, women played a key role through
which the economic situation of the community improved. As migrants, women tend to earn less
than men and have low skilled jobs involving considerable overtime. Nevertheless many managed to
save earnings and use some of the money to fulfill other obligations in the community. In particular,
they helped to preserve the spiritual identity of the community by supporting Buddhist novices and
religious gatherings in places other than the temple. However, their fundamental position in society,
both in their home communities and in their destination as migrants, does not appear to have

changed. The formal division of work, thus persists along traditional lines of gender.
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