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ABSTRACT

Amidst the transnational context of Chiang Mai, the cosmopolitan city of
Thailand, this ethnography-approached Shan Ethnic Food: The Cultural Politics of
Taste in Chiang Mai City attempts to understand the emergence and recognition of
Shan ethnic food in the city. It started from a phenomenon showing that the number of
Shan food stalls and makeshifts shops are obviously increasing following the
migration of Shan cross-border migrants into Chiang Mai city and its metropolitan
zones.

As Shan ethnic food is centralized in this study, ‘ethnic food’, therefore, is a
key concept employed to conceptualize how Shan food becomes ‘ethnic’. Ethnic food
is situated in juxtaposition with a ‘national’, or dominant cuisine, which in this
research considers typical Thai, northern Thai, including “Burmese” in some certain
situations, as dominant cuisines, where the Shan food stands aside. Further, Shan
ethnic food is seen as a field of power relations where people’s taste manifests
meanings in several ways. Taste in this research is defined into two definitions: first,
taste is one of the senses; and second, taste is a field of “habitus” affiliated with
lifestyle (Bourdieu 1984). The power relations of different tastes reflect the cultural
politics of Shan ethnic food consumptions in diverse aspects and different contexts.

The taste of Shan migrant workers is the first dimension which reflects that

Shan people still have culinary attachment with the taste and smell of their food and
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particular products used in their cuisine. They then practice the Shan foodways to
keep ethnic identity alive, besides suiting taste of ‘necessity’ of the working class. In
this sense, the Shan food turns into being an ethnic identity marker facilitating these
people to ‘make their place’, and creating a ‘sense of belonging’ in the host society.
Shan ethnic food plays an interesting role in inviting people to taste ‘other’ when this
research traces the flow of Shan food and products circulating in buying-selling
transaction of the Shan. This research argues that the taste of Shan food is ever more
relished from the mobility of Shan vendors roaming around Shan communities, living
and working places, and periodic markets in metropolitan zones.

Taste habitus shows its power when Shan food comes to be served in
restaurants branded “Burmese”. This is another respect this research tries to examine;
how Shan food is positioned in the “Burmese” menus in the restaurants owned by
Shan people and other different ethnic groups from Burma. These restaurants target
both Burmese and different ethnic groups including the Shan. Tourists and middle
class people are considered potential customers as well. This research found that the
space of restaurants includes different ethnic groups crossing ethnic boundaries in
food consumption, however, it at the same time excludes people who are from a
different class, particularly the Shan migrants; as they tend not to dine in the
restaurant despite some Shan food being available. Eating in “Burmese” restaurants
reflects ‘taste of luxury’ of middle class and tourists who see ‘ethnic food’ as exotic.

All in all, Shan food in this research manifests ‘ethnicity’ in power relations in
the Thai nation-state, and it simultaneously acts as a site of cultural politics where the

taste of the Shan are given different senses and meanings.
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