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ABSTRACT

The road connecting Mawlamyine and Myawaddhy, built by the British in the
mid-nineteenth century, was the starting point of a change in the socio-cultural
landscape of Mae Sot in Thailand. It used to be an area military expeditions passed-by,
but after the road was built was transformed into a meeting point for various forms of
transnational trade taking place between India and inner Siam. The Indian Muslim
community became one of the first to live in Mae Sot, after which many Indian
Muslims married local Thai women and subsequently assimilated Thai identity, except
for their religion which remained Islam. As a result, these mixed marriages bore new
generations of Mae Sot Muslims. The number of Muslims in Mae Sot increased in the
late 1980s along with a large-scale migration of Burmese Muslims from Burma, due to
the unstable socio-political conditions there and the economic boom in Mae Sot. Their
population (both documented and undocumented) today is around 10,000 people, or
twice the number of Thai Muslims, who number only around 6,500 people.

Historically, the term Burmese Muslims replaced the previous term Zerbadee,
which was used to refer to Muslims born in Burma of mixed Indian-Muslim and

Burmese Buddhist marriages. The Burmese Muslim identity itself is a by-product of the



ethnic classification carried out by the British, and was then re-shaped during the nation
building project that subsequently took place in Myanmar. So, Burmese Muslim identity
is the result of a conflation of ethnic identity (Burmese) and religion (Islam). The
Burmese language, tanaka and longyis are aspects of Burmese identity that shape the
Burmese Muslims’ own ethnic identity, while their religious identity is presented
through the use of kurta, hijab, Islamic names and the concept of Halal food. Although
Burmese Muslims share some cultural traits with the Burman majority, they are still
excluded from that group due to religious differences. In Mae Sot, Burmese Muslims
can be easily distinguished from other Burmese migrants due to their Islamic clothes
and rituals. By using religious identity, they also attempt to create a boundary between
them and the other Burmese migrants, as their image is rather negative in Burma itself.
Their self-confidence regarding religious identity has grown since the Muslim
community, and its various religious infrastructures, has developed in the town,
developments which have helped the Burmese Muslims to reinvent their religious
identity.

The large number of Burmese Muslims in Mae Sot can be considered to have
made a significant contribution to the economic growth of the town in general. Besides
being laborers and religious teachers, Burmese Muslims are actively engaged in various
transnational economic activities. The focus of this thesis is on three such business
sectors, those which are the domain of Burmese Muslims, as follows: 1) the gems
market, 2) the secondhand car and bicycle trade, and 3) visa agencies and money
transfer services. These businesses are a response to regional economic regulations
based on international border integration. However, it is not only Burmese Muslims
involved in these businesses, because each requires knowledge, entrepreneurial and
Thai language skills, financial capital, and of course, social networks in Burma and
Thailand. As part of the area’s economic activity, running these businesses requires the
Burmese Muslims to be continuously proactive in monitoring and responding to the
regulations set by both Thailand and Burma. Moreover, the existence of these
businesses has resulted in Mae Sot becoming as active transit area, through which many

commodities are modified or even reproduced before being distributed elsewhere.
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The success of the Burmese Muslims’ socio-economic adaptation in Mae Sot
has been influenced by their flexibility towards ethnic identity. When they first arrived,
family and ethnicity relations were their fundamental social network, and this helped
them access many needs, such as shelter and work. This social network has since
broadened with their participation in religious activities alongside other Muslim
communities. To some extent, being Muslim has positioned the Burmese Muslims as
insiders within the community of Mae Sot Muslims; allowing them to access various
kinds of facility provided by Nurul Islam Mosque, whether religious, social or cultural.
On the other hand, religious identity has also allowed Burmese Muslims to connect with
a transnational Islamic network called Tablighi Jama’at, which is spread throughout
many regions of Thailand. Faith is; therefore, a fundamental factor in motivating
Burmese Muslims to become involved in this movement, although some of them also
manipulate this network, as an adaptive strategy, to negotiate with state agencies and/or
access and accumulate multiple forms of capital. Throughout its chapters, this thesis
argues that ethnic identity is a product of state construction, which is then re-worked
and re-presented in a variety of ways by different people and groups (see also King and
Wilder 2003). As a result, the meaning of ethnic identity is not only related to the
imagination of ethnic boundaries, but is also a cultural capital that connects people or

units with a broader socio-cultural, economic and political network.
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