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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a sociological and anthropological study that tries to understand
phenomenon of field corn crop expanding on the highland which is a protected area in the
contexts of resource management conflict, agrarian transformation in the highland, and
globalization of industrial crops. There are 3 concepts being used; contestation over rights to land
and ambiguous territory, frontier as a contested space, and contesting meaning and ambiguity as
negotiation space. The case study is located in Mae Cham district, Chiang Mai. This study
demonstrates 3 important arguments.

First, “Forntier” is a space of contestation of resources and as such it gives an
opportunity for irregulated trade. Rural area that locate far away from the center of state power
suggest that state supervision will be unstable, the state is unable to control the area and peple
completely. This not only gives a chance for villagers to negotiate resources with state, but it also
gives a chance for captital to grab the benefits from the contestation of resources.

Second, ambiguity is a negotiating tool. Ambiguity of forest boundary has been
conceived of in negative perception, indicating unclear land status, including unclear rights on
land. However, ambiguous condition gives an opportunity to actors, which use the gap of the
ambiguity to interpret and redefine and creating legitimacy over ambiguous land. Thus,
ambiguous condition is a negotiation space to make adjustment of power relations which might be

different from the old one. Encouragement for clear boundary to dissolve the ambiguity can



weaken the informal negotiation power of the people which are various and complicated, creating
instead more negotiating channels which is more favourable to the state.

Third, the phenomenon of field corn on the highland reflects an important chang of
highland rural restructuring. Field corn cropping does not reflect only the changing of production
system but the changing of both production and consumption dimensions, especially the meaning
of forest land. Field corn cropping can be used as economic and political strategies, as the process
to negotiate land security.

Main conditions which provide huge corn field on the highland are, first, state power
for supervising land use is low, second, ambiguity of forest boundary, third, the land use
transformation, from rotational cultivation on the connected plots in a large area, to permanent
cultivation in the same land, and fourth, the field corn cultivation is a farmers’ negotiating
strategy to the state, and it also provides them a secure income.

The phenomenon of field corn crop expanding into the highland has been brought up
as environmental concerns for the public, especialy the smoke crisis in northern Thailand. Most
solutions focus on the technical process. This study suggests that changing rural highland
restructure is complicated and can not be considered separately only from economic dimesion but

must include political dimension as well.



