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ABSTRACT

The significance of minorities within the political systems of pre-modern
Thailand and the contemporary Thai state is concerned not only with the creation and
maintenance of boundaries, but also with the categorization of people in terms of
geographical location, ethnic background and cultural characteristics. Community,
identity and place, therefore, are not neutral concepts theoretically or empirically.
They encompass multiple meanings and experiences, and are contested and negotiated
within the political area of place. The dynamics and multiple dimensions of which
have included the formalization of national borders, the tightening of government
policy regarding forestry management and traditional agricultural practices, policies
aimed at national integration, and the territorialization of land. This thesis is a study
of the Lisu (an ethnic group of southwestern China, northern Myanmar and Thailand),
‘a village in the forest’, in northern Thailand who have struggled to maintain their
identity and place within the shifting contexts of the Thai state policy and
development agendas. They encompass multiple meanings and experiences, and are
contested within the political arena of place. These dimensions are advanced by
situating the investigation of these concepts at the overlapping and intersecting points
of lived experiences; as exemplified by the narratives constructed in a Lisu village in

northern Thailand.

The shifting notions of community and identity are examined within the
framework of the politicization of place for the Lisu in northern Thailand. This study

aims firstly, to understand the dynamics of everyday lived experiences, life stories and



local histories manifested in experiences of community and identity in the changing
context of state—guided development. Secondly, to examine how ethnic identity is
represented in the larger national Thai discourse in order to explore the historical
development ethnic classification, as carried out by the state, and local interpretations.
Finally, to reveal how representations of community and identity reflect the current

situation of development and ethnicity in northern Thailand.

The idea of “community” in the context of development within the borders of
the Thai state exists at multiple levels - religious, spiritual, symbolic, network,
developmental, and resistance - encompassing paradigms of tradition, wisdom and
resource management, tourism, and more recently, research. In essence, this process
has changed the frame of reference from clear divisions between the forest and the
city, to a situation demonstrating the phenomenon of continual interaction,
contestation and articulation of power and identity. Within the larger environmental
and political background of development in a period when highland communities are
undergoing unprecedented transformation economically and socially, maintaining
ethnic identity becomes even more complex, retaining some aspects of their existing
cultural identities and incorporating those of others. A village in the forest, a home, a
contested site of protest and struggle that symbolizes Lisu negotiation and interaction
both internally and with outside agencies illustrates the contemporary position of Lisu
in the Thai state. The connections between town and village have intensified
significantly, the meaning and experiences of which, have penetrated many aspects of
highland peoples’ livelihoods as well as the understanding of tradition and modernity.
This study demonstrates that the simple dualisms characterizing much of the research

into state and minority group relationships and interactions in Thailand.
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