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ABSTRACT

Understanding the border space of Mae Sai helps us understand the border town
itself. Mae Sai is located in northern-most Thailand, and its space is characterized as
‘political border dynamism’, which is best understood as a ground of borderers’
practices. This dissertation is built on two case studies of the most recent waves of
people to migrate to Mae Sai; they are Chanthaburi gem traders from Chanthaburi
Province in Thailand and ethnic petty traders from Tachilek Province in Myanmar. It
uses ethnography and documentary research conducted over the periods September
2011 to March 2012, and January to March 2014. This dissertation primarily discusses
three major theses, based primarily on situational analysis and contextual interpretation.

The border space of Mae Sai is grounded in ‘border re-configuration’, a process
in which active borderers negotiate, regulate and re-function the state border. These
borderers work and re-work the state border in relation to the border constraints and
border opportunities that exist, as enacted through a variety of border practices for
socio-economic border activities. However, this border re-configuration cannot be
maneuvered alone, without relying on state border structures, state power and state
border loopholes. The meaning and function of the border has been embedded in its
changing and shifting socio-cultural contexts over time. Underneath Mae Sai lies the

border re-configuration, which is its deep structure.



Secondly, these active borderers re-configure the border into ‘spatial capital’ in
order to cultivate benefits arising from the locationality of the border in Mae Sai, and so
enhancing their socio-economic border activities. Its locationality is used as a production
factor to maximize cross-border production and cross-border trade, or to facilitate the
cheapness of the illegal/illicit components of cross-border commodities. Particular
groups of active borderers also have particular strength in terms of their border
negotiations. This ‘spatial capital’ is used as a means of border practice, and it developed
to make use of knowledge, technical expertise or border tactics, those combined with
the border situation and setting, and with loopholes in the state border regulations.
These active borderers are able to de-regulate state regulations in order to facilitate

cross-border resource flows for informal cross-border trade and benefits.

Lastly, the border space of Mae Sai is discontinuous and incoherent due to
unavoidable and unexpected challenges. This is because the border is always being re-
made and re-drawn through discursive interactions between state control and the
borderer’ contestations. The state and the borderers sometimes compete with each other
for power and benefits; but on other occasion, work hand in hand to gain mutual
benefits and in the right circumstances, colluding in a border game with no portable

rules. As a result, the border space of Mae Sai must be viewed as complex and fluid.



