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Abstract

Project Code : MRG5480292

Project Title : Politics of Public Space, Shan Migrant Public Spheres in the City of Chiang Mai,

Thailand

Investigator : Dr. Amporn Jirattikorn

E-mail Address : ampornfa@gmail.com

Project Period : 1 July 2011 — 30 September 2013

Abstract:

The recent influx of Shan ethnic nationals from Burma into Chiang Mai in the 1990s, which
increased from 2000 onward, provided the conditions for Shan “migrant public spheres” to
emerge. This research discusses three sites of public spheres that Shan migrants create and
participate in the city of Chiang Mai: radio airwaves, Buddhist temples, and festivities. Although
these seem to be different forms of public space, they are linked together with the power of
mass media and local agents situated in these domains in the mobilization of collective

activities.

This research aims to investigate Shan migrant public spheres in Chiang Mai in three important
aspects. First, it examines the specific ideologies which are reinforced in these public spheres,
arguing that the Thai state does not give way to transnational space; instead it attempts to
control alien population through public space. Second, it explores how Shan migrants
participate in these public spheres and to what extent they accommodate themselves into the
dominant order. Third, it discusses the roles of “local agents” or “cultural brokers” situated in
these public spheres who mediate the interest of Thai state and Shan migrant community.
Through the study of Shan migrant public spheres, my paper attempts to show that

transnational public spheres are shaped by the politics and institutional practices of a nation-



state while at the same time providing sites of expression and negotiation of cultural selves and

identities for Shan migrants.

Keyword: migrant public space, transnational migrant worker, Shan, identity, negotiation of

cultural identity
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Shan Migrant Public Spheresin the City of Chiang Mai, Thailand !

Amporn Jirattikorn

The influx of Shan ethnic nationals from Burma into Chiang Mai, Thailand which
began in the 1990s, and increased from 2000 onward, provided the conditions for what | will
call Shan “migrant public sphere” to emerge. In Modernity at Large, Appadural (1996)
discusses about mass media and migration as two central characteristics of global and modern
life. The conjunction of media and migration means that what isimagined is no longer the
“imagined community” of the nation-state, but numerous “migrant public spheres”
constituted by mass media and migration, and in which mass mediaincreasingly link
producers and audiences across national boundaries. Borrowed from Appadurai, | use the
term “migrant public sphere” to mean migrant social domains which are manifested to the
eyes of both migrant and the host communities. Particularly, | examine the two domains of
public spheres that Shan migrants create and participate in the city of Chiang Mai: radio
airwaves and festivities. Although they seem to be different forms of public space, they are
linked together with the power of mass media and local agents situated in these domainsin
the mobilization of collective activities.

Scholars working on transnationalism tend to depict migrant public spheres as
conscious and successful efforts by ordinary people to escape control and domination from
above by the state (Basch et al. 1994, Appadurai 1996, Y ang 2002), such a celebratory
perspective fails to recognize the continued importance of “the national” as a space that has
to be negotiated. While these transnational or migrant public spheres by nature involve the

crossing of boundaries, and thus never “respect” national boundaries, they are also shaped by
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the politics and institutional practices of a nation-state. As Smith has argued, transnational
processes insist on the continuing significance of borders, state policies, and national
identities even as these forces are often transgressed by transnational communication circuits
and social practices (Smith 2003: 17-18).

This paper discusses Shan migrant public spheresin Chiang Mai in three important
aspects. First, | examine the specific ideologies which are reinforced in the migrant public
spheres, showing how the Thai state attempts to control its migrant population through public
spheres. Writing about the construction of Thainess in mass mediated forms, Hamilton (2002)
explores the ways in which the Thal nation has portrayed itself to the population it attempts to
enfold. Here | extend such lines of analysis by looking at how the Thal state uses mass media
and public spheresto enfold its “alien” population. Second, | introduce another group of
Shansin Chiang Mai — the longterm resident Shans whose cultural capital enables them to
become cultural “brokers’ mediating the interest of Shan migrants with the Thai state. Third,
while the Thai state and Shan ethnic brokers may turn Shan public spheresinto aform of
technologies of control, | explore how Shan migrants participate in these public spheres and
how the joint work of media and migration allows different interpretations of what it means

to be Shan living in Thailand.

Shan Migrantsin Chiang Mai, Thailand

The Shan isthe largest of the seven main ethnic minority groups in Burma. Shan State
islocated in east central Burma and shares borders with Chinato the north and Thailand in
the east and south. The Shan people are ethnically related to the Thai with whom they share a
similar language, the Shan language being a member of the Tai family of languages. Here |
use the term “ Shan” — an English word borrowed from Burmese — to refer to this group of
people. Their self-designation is, however, “Tai” while the Thai call them “Tha Ya”

(Greater Thai) and the Burmans call them “Shan.” The Shan territory makes up



approximately one-fourth of the total of Burma and the Shan comprise ten percent of the
country’s population, or about 4-5 million.

The Shan migrant community in Chiang Mai provides an interesting case in which to
examine the many ways ethnic and national identity can be imagined. After 1996, when the
Burmese government introduced a forced relocation policy in many areas of Shan State in
order to break up any alleged links or support for armed opposition groups, northern Thailand
began to experience massive migratory flows of Shan ethnic nationals from Burma. These
new migrants did not come in one day, but within the past two decade they have come to
make up one-sixth of the total Chiang Mai population, or around 200,000 in this city with a
population of about 1.2 million.

Not only does the recent influx of Shan migrant workersinto the city create an
interesting relationship between the recent migrants and the Chiang Mai inhabitants who
employ migrant workers as their cheap labor, it also brings the new arrivals into close contact
with an existing group of Shan in the city. Thereis a preexisting Shan community in Chiang
Mai whose members had settled there before the recent wave of Shan ethnic nationals from
Burma. Due to geographical proximity between Shan State and northern Thailand, Shans
have long traded and migrated for work in this region. For many decades, migrants drifted
across the border easily both as individuals attracted by the possibility of employment for
wages, and as families moving for trade. They formed a group of Shan living in Chiang Mai
whom | call an “ethnic community”. Prior to the 1990s, Shan migrants came in small
numbers; they could find work and assimilate into an existing ethnic Shan community easily.
However, as aresult of the forced relocation policy and the deterioration of the Burmese
economy, the 1990s saw a major shift in the pattern of Shan migration. The new arrivals
came in much large numbers. They work for low-paying jobs which involve everything from

construction work, agricultural farms, serving as housemaids, to food vendors and selling



various goods in the markets. The new arrivals form a group of Shan migrants who differ
from the long-term residents. | will refer to these new arrivals as the “migrant community”.

In abroader context, as Thailand shares a 2,401-kilometer stretch of border with
Burma, Shan migration isin fact part and parcel of alarge-scale migration of awide range of
ethnic groups from Burmainto Thailand over the past decade (Huguet and Punpuing 2005).
Thisin turn has created migrant townsin several provinces of Thailand which border Burma,
in places such as Ranong and Tak provinces. While such provinces host migrants and
refugees mostly from Mon, Karen or Burman ethnic groups, Chiang Mai has become home to
alarge population of Shan migrantsin particular due to three main reasons: its provincial
border with Shan State in Burma, the language similarity between the northern Thal dialect
and Shan language, and Chiang Mai’ s status as a metropolitan center in the North where there
isagreat deal of demand for cheap labor.

The city of Chiang Mai itself provides an interesting setting for the Shan migration.
Migration to Thailand is not always a one-step movement as some move first to the border
townsin Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai or Mae Hong Son provinces, they then migrate to the city
of Chiang Mai where there are more jobs available. The moment migrants enter the city of
Chiang Mai, they enter aliminal space that is both foreign and familiar. Once in Chiang Mai,
Shan migrants encounter friends, relatives, and a prevalence of the Shan language while at
the same time facing an urban environment which creates al kinds of low-paying jobsin
which migrants are treated as “alien” and exploited only for their cheap labor.

The aspect of familiar and foreign may also be applied to the relationship between
migrants and the host community. Due to some claims of kin relationship between the Shan
and the Thai dating from the distant past, and the linguistic similarity between the Shan and
the Thai, the Shan tend to think of the Thais as their ethnic kin or cousins. More particularly,

the perceived closeness between the Shan and northern Thais in terms of dialect, skin color,



physical features as well as geographical similarities between the Shan State and northern
Thailand can lead Shan migrants to associate Chiang Mai as proximate in many ways (cf.
Beyrer 2001). However, the situation is more complex than simply that of an “ethnic kin”
migrating to the land of “brotherhood”. Anxious and fearful of the perceived threat of an
influx of Shan migrants into the city, northern Thais can never think of this new source of
cheap labor as their “brothers and sisters’. These contexts provide an interesting setting in
which to examine the experience of transnational lives that figure into the process of identity

construction.

Shan Migrant Public Spheresin Chiang Mai

Habermas (1989) offers ways to look at the public sphere as a site where social actors
constitute collective sentiment and define common interest. For Habermas, “the public”
defines not only by the common social-structural position of its members, but by the
identification of their “groupness’ and their common interest in the public sphere. In
Habermas' view, the public sphere arises not primarily through pre-established
commonalities, but via debate and discussion between citizensin public forums that are
independent of state power. However, Habermas has been criticized for being inattentive to
agency and the conditions of power that grant particular actors the right to speak in the public
(Calhoun 1992).

As stated, my usage of the term “public spheres’ is borrowed from Appadurai (1996)
who discusses about the effect of globalization when mass media and migration have begun
to deterritorialize, which has led to the emergence of “diasporic public sphere.” Appadurai
further argues that what mass media can make possible is what he calls “community of
sentiment”, a group that begins to imagine and feel things together. However, while
Appadurai celebrates on the joint work of mass media and migration which come to co-

constitute “migrant public sphere” as free-floating, escaping control and domination by the



state, | argue for the need to pay attention to ways in which nation-state still plays a crucial
rolein processes of controlling its“alien” population. Moreover, the state plays an important
role in the ways by which its participants are made and remade.

Over the past two decades, since Chiang Mal experienced a massive flow of the Shan
ethnic minority coming from Burmato perform migrant labor, Shan migrant public spheres
have begun to emerge and become visible in the city. Several karaoke pubs offering
collections of Shan songs have sprung up in the city and have become places which Thai men
go at night to consume Shan ethnic women and Thai police also frequent at night to arrest
undocumented Shans. Religious festivals are held amost every month. Though they are
founded on principles similar to northern Thal beliefs, these ceremonies are held in two
specific Shan temples | discuss below. Normally, with the compartmentalization of urban life,
Chiang Mai people hardly realize that Shan migrants constitute alarge portion of the total
population of the city. They are, however, occasionally reminded when faced with traffic
jams during the time of Shan festivals.

Shan migrant public spheresin the city of Chiang Mai can be categorized into three
types. First, there are avariety of fairs and festivals normally held at two Shan templesin the
city. This cultural public sphere is exposed to the public gaze of both northern Thais and
Shan migrants. The festivals are organized for Shan people to come together, thus, showing
the public a culturally distinctive sense of Shan ethnicity. Second, there are the local migrant
public domains, not entirely hidden from the gaze of outsiders. Thisincludes a cluster of
Shan karaoke pubs in several sectors of the town as well as a Shan quarter behind Wat Papao,
a Shan temple located in the middle of the city. In this quarter, one can find Shan food stalls,
dried foods and other products imported from Burma. In addition, there is a morning market

held every Friday behind Charoenprathet Road, in one of the busiest sectorsin the city. This



market, used to be called Talad Jin Haw  or “Y unnanese market,” has now been taken over
by the Shan community. Today it is better known as the “ Shan Friday market.” Generally,
this second space involves awide range of everyday activities that blend economic activities
and modern forms of leisure such as karaoke and nightclub together.

The third form of public sphere involves mass communication, i.e. radio programs
broadcast in the Shan language. Recently, there have been two Shan language radio programs.
Oneisacommunity radio broadcast on the FM frequency which reaches only 20km around
the city. The other, which will be the focus of this paper, is a state-run radio program,
broadcast on the AM frequency. The latter broadcast is able to reach far beyond national

boundaries. In this paper, | ook at two types of public spheres. Oneis clearly public space in

Habarmas's notion which is aradio broadcast in Shan language. The other is public sphere

manifested in aform of festivities that Shan migrants create and participate in in the city of

Chiang Mal.
Radio Thailand: Mobile Machine

A Shan language radio program broadcast on the AM frequency is a state-run radio
program, operated by Chiang Mai Radio Thailand under the Public Relations Department. It
should be noted that although Thai media enjoys relative freedom of expression compared
with other countriesin Southeast Asia, the television and radio broadcasting sector in
Thailand falls under the control of three major government bodies, the Mass Communications
Organization of Thailand (MCOT), the Public Relations Department of Thailand (PRD), and

the Royal Thai Army Radio and Television (RTA). These three agencies own more than two-

2 The Y unnanese are sometimes treated by the Thai state as another northern “hill tribe,” a
contemporary redefining of the term by which the Y unnanese have long been known in Thailand, haw. See Hill,
Ann Maxwell (1998: 9).



thirds of the airwaves nationwide (www.buyusa.gov). Asfor radio broadcasting, the PRD is

the biggest operator with 147 radio stations.

In 1964, during the Cold War period, Chiang Mal Radio Thailand established its
special sector called “Hilltribe Language Radio” as an anti-communist propaganda tool.
During the Cold War in the mid 1960s, highland peoples were perceived as athreat to Thal
national security for many reasons. Their shifting cultivation was seen as threatening the
territorial integrity of the nation. Shelters they provided to members of the Communist Party
of Thailand during the 1960s to the 1980s were defined as a threat to the nation. The Thai
state has made attempts on several levelsto assimilate highland peoplesinto Thai society
since the 1960s. They have set up Thai schools, introduced various development projects, and
encouraged new cash crops to replace poppy growing in highland settlements (see Hanks and
Hanks 2001, Jonsson 2003, Tapp 1989). The “hilltribe radio program” was part of the Thai
state strategies to fight communism. Stimulated by afear of the spread of communism in this
region, the American government provided technology and equipment for operating the
program on AM radio channels (Nusara and Anucha 1997).

“Hilltribe Language Radio,” broadcast in six different hilltribe languages including
Akha, Hmong, Karen, Lahu, Lisu and Mien (or Y ao). Asfor the Shan, although they
sometimes live alongside the hill people, they have never been perceived as “hilltribe” in the
Thai national imagination. The reasons perhaps are that most of them livein lowland valleys,
they practice wet rice cultivation, and like the Thai, they are Theravada Buddhists
(Durrenberger and Tannenbaum 1990, Eberhardt 2006). Thus, even though there has been a
Shan community settled in northern Thailand for a century, the Thai state never felt the need
to include Shan as part of its hilltribe language radio programs. It was just recently that a

Shan language program was added due to a large number of Shan migrants living in the north.



In the 1960s and 1970s, the hilltribe language program was focused on political
propaganda. It later shifted its agendato promoting economic development, as this was the
new strategy against communism. While the program aimed to educate the highland
population, conveying development discourse to the highland communities, the highland
audience learned how to make use of its far-reaching ability by turning the program into their
own form of public service. Nusaraand Anucha (1997) note that in the 1970s, the
highlanders would travel from their villages to Chiang Mai, atrip that sometimes took several
days, to place an announcement on the radio program. Their announcements included deaths,
births, weddings, and socia or cultural eventsin their villages. Later they sent letters or
phoned the program. For three decades, the program has constantly been shaped, and has
reshaped itself, in relation to changing conditionsin Thai society. In 1996, a Shan language
program was added in response to popular demand by the growing Shan community in
Chiang Mai. Asthe policy was to have ethnic minority DJs under the supervision of a Thai
team, Nang Lao, a Thai-born Shan, then working as a clerk and the only Shan working in the
organization, was asked to take part as a broadcaster for the Shan program.

The Shan language radio program is broadcast twice daily on AM 1476: alive
program at 10 am. and arerun of the morning show at 10 p.m. The one-hour program
includes local news and talks on development, environmental issues, labor registration policy,
public health and education as well as a collection of Shan pop music. Religious content is
added on the weekend program.

With a capacity of 50 kilowatts on the AM frequency, the station has a wide reach. It
has been heard in Burma as well as Southwest China. In Burma, radio remains the cheapest
way to reach remote villages where there is no electricity and the people areilliterate. Nang
Lao, the DJ told me that even though she has never been to Burma, she heard from Shan

migrantsin Chiang Mai that her program was very popular in Shan State in Burma. Around



2001, the program started to allocate time for “personal call messages’. It was an opportunity
for Shan migrants to use the program’s ability to reach across the border, to send greetingsto
their families back home. Initially, it took off with “lettersto the DJ’ but later developed into
the format of call messages. Nang Lao recalled that in the early years, each week she would
receive hundreds of letters from fans of the program. The letters included requests for Shan
songs, those giving opinions about the program, informing Nang Lao about the program’s
reception, as well as sending greetings to family back home. The senders hoped that their
letters would be chosen to read on air so that their families in Burma could hear about their
well-being in Thailand. Asthe letters took time to read and there was increasing demand,
Nang Lao started to allocate 10 minutes per program for phone-ins. Since then, the program
has been flooded with calls from Shan migrants who want to send messages back home,
telling families in Shan State how they are doing.

Although nowadays Shan migrants living in Thailand can call home easier than in the
past ten years because of the development of telephone access in Burma, in the remote areas
of Shan State, it is still difficult to find any household which has atelephone. In addition,
even if they can call home easily, many recent Shan migrants till feel it is more intimate to
call the program to send greetings back home. While the callers consist largely of members of
the growing Shan migrant community in Thailand, the listeners aso include Shan people
living in Burma whose lives depend so much on remittances from their sons and daughters
who now livein Thailand. The Shan migrants do not call to tell stories about the difficulties
and horrific conditions of work abroad. Perhaps due to the limited time given, the messages
are usually greetings, telling family that they are doing well and hoping that their parents or
relatives are also well.

For Shan listeners who reside in Burma, hearing the voices of their offspring over the

airwaves indicates that their son or daughter isreally there. The program seems to ease



personal and familial losses, on which this remittance economy depends. Sometimes the
messages include notices about missing Shan migrants whom parents have not heard from for
along time. Because the program was so popular and listened to by Shan migrants all over
Thailand, the parents, who lost contact with their son or daughter, hoped that Shan migrants
who knew about such persons would listen to the program and could then report back. With
the personal message format that allows people to call in free of charge coupled with the
popularity of the program, it has become the last hope for many Shan parentsto find
daughters or sons whom they thought they had lost forever.

The ability to cross the border to facilitate the needs of Shan people in a context of
limited access to their own form of communication makes the program the most frequently
listened-to broadcast program among a Shan audience, both within and outside the country.
In this respect, the telephone coupled with radio technology has enabled individuals to
communicate both with one another and their home regions. Shan migrants have, in effect,
turned the state-run radio program into their own form of communication. As for Shan
listenersin general, although they do not directly participate in calling the program, they love
listening to the messages because through them they know what is going on with their peers.
They come to share grief aswell as greetings and well-wishes with their fellow Shans. For
these Shan peopl e dispersed across the borders, the radio program messages are central in
creating a Shan migrant public sphere as well as maintaining extensive transnational
networks that exist in a highly mobile society where families and friends are separated across
national boundaries and where telephones are scarce and expensive.

Writing about the role of mediain the lives of exiled Iranians, Hamid Nacify (1993)
notes that the marriage of two technologies, radio and telephone, has turned radio call-in
programs into a potent medium for expressing exile tensions as well as strategies of

bargaining and resistance to assimilation in their host countries. In the case of my research,



however, | would argue that the ability of border-crossing and the voicing of the telephone
callsfunction in adifferent way; it has made Shan migrantsin Thailand more “ present” in
Burma (Kunreuther 2006). The sounds of Shan migrant voices through the radio phone calls
allow them to remain as ghostly presences within their home of Shan State, Burma. These
messages have thus been integral in the creation of a “transnational imagined community” of
Shan people, by locating and linking people and placesin a very concrete and particular
fashion.

In saying that Shan migrant public spheres help create “transnationa imagine
community”, | am not, however, suggesting that this group is striving for the ideas of
nationhood associated with particular localities and territories. Rather, | am referring to
“imagined ethnic communities’ in atransnational space, where modern communication
technologies come to facilitate their ethnic identity and help maintain connection with their
home. Further, in celebrating the way in which Shan migrant workers have turned radio
broadcasts into their “transnational space,” | am also not suggesting that the Thal stateisin
retreat and giving way to transnational processes. We should also not forget that this border-
crossing activity is made possible by agents of the state like Nang Lao, a radio broadcaster
who mediates her position between both societies.

On one level, Nang Lao allows some room for Shan migrants to communicate across
the border. On the other, she also sends out messages across the border telling those who
were thinking of migrating to this country to stop coming. A temporary autonomous
transnational space is permitted for five or ten minutes, while, for the rest of the time, the
audienceis presented with Thai state policy on migration. The program is purposely
broadcast in vernacular language, so that the state can disseminate policy to the migrant
populations. Therole of radio in this processisto attract a public that is large and illiterate (in

the Thai language), and to create a bridge between the two languages. In effect, the state can



now extend its reach to these alien migrants. Every time anew policy comes out, i.e. a new
registration policy, health concerns, or environmental crises, the Shan radio broadcaster isin
charge of trandating these issues and making sure they reach the ears of Shan migrants. By
listening to the program, Shan migrants simultaneously subject themselves to state policy and
nationa pedagogy.

How isit then that Nang Lao seesin her role as a radio broadcaster who mediates
between her co-ethnic community and the Thai state? When asked what she considered to be
her success, Nang Lao replied;

“When people in Thailand were affected by disasters such as the Tsunami or abig
flood, | organized Shan concerts and activities to allow Shan migrants to participate to
help Thai people. Drawing them to be part of this society iswhat | consider my
success. | awaystell them in my program that the King and the Queen allow them to
stay in aland in which they otherwise do not belong. The King and the Queen kindly
accept any peopleto live in thisland wholeheartedly even though they are not Thai.
We should then return good to the King and the country. We should help take care of
the environment, help save energy, be good to Thailand and the Thai people. My Shan
fans often tell me they appreciate that | say all of these things® (interview with Nang
Lao, May 2006).

It seems that the construction of Thai nationhood and the notion of good citizenship,
i.e., respecting the Thai king, being a good Buddhist and not breaking laws, is deeply
ingrained in Nang Lao’ s psyche. Identifying with the Thai state, Nang Lao passes on the
codes of “good citizenship” to her co-ethnic, yet non-citizen migrant audience. By telling
Shan migrants that now that they are in Thailand, they should be gracious to the Thai people,
show respect to the Thai king, and demonstrate gratitude to this country that allows them to
stay, Shan migrants are, in effect, drawn to be subjects of the Thai state. In fostering national
loyalty, even to non-citizen subjects, Nang Lao exemplifies how effective governmentality
exercises its force through a number of different agencies rather than viaits territorial nation-

state administration.



After ten years of working as a sole Shan radio broadcaster amid the growing Shan
community in Chiang Mai, Nang Lao suddenly passed away in 2008. Chiang Mai Radio
Thailand has now acquired a new radio broadcaster. As a new Shan broadcaster, Nang Moon
isdifferent from Nang Lao in many respects. Unlike Nang Lao who is a Thai-born Shan,
Nang Moon was born in a Shan militant family living along Thailand-Burma border. Her
father was a Shan soldier who joined one of the Shan insurgency groups which was active
during the 1980s - 1990s. Spending time along the borders, she acquired Thai education and
Thai citizenship in her later years. Although sheisaThai civil servant, she sees her role as
providing services to Shan migrant community in Thailand whom she shares her life
experience and struggle with. When asked what she sees as challenges in working as a state
radio broadcaster, Nang Moon responded,;

“1 do not think of myself as superior to my audience. My roleisto provide services to
the Shan migrant community as much as | can. There are many things | want to do
but as part of a state agency, there are also limits of what | can do. For example, my
ideaisto turn a one-hour program into a magazine format with a variety of news and
entertainment. But as a state-run radio program, we have to broadcast news from the
government for 15 minutes every day. The DJ has to be careful in choosing the news
to disseminate. Those news have to come from the government channels. As| don’t
want to take risk, | only choose the news from the Chiang Mai Public Relation
Department website" (Interview with Nang Moon, November 2012).

Nang Moon also states that the program has been monitored by The National Security
Council aswell as Border Patrol Police. Chiang Mai Radio Thailand aso hired an individual
agent to monitor the program. As aresult of security concern, the phone-in format in which
the listeners could call in to send greeting messages to their family back in Burmawas
terminated around 2008. The reason for termination was that since the radio program is
broadcast live and the phone calls come from listeners whom the program cannot control, the
content might be at risk to national security.

The two individuals like Nang Lao and Nang Moon may be different in their actual

performance and attachment with Shan migrant community. Nonetheless, they also have



severa thingsin common. They exemplify the type of long-term resident who are different
from recent arrivals of Shan ethnic nationals from Burma, for they were educated under the
Thai school system and have obtained Thai citizenship. They are members of the longtime
resident Shan community in Thailand whose members may negotiate their relations with
Shan State or Burma on an individual basis and whose life trgjectory is toward assimilation
rather than dwelling on “the myth of return” like those of recent migrants. For them, Thailand
has already become “home” nation and whose commitment to maintaining connections with
Shan State or Burmais absent or weak. In many ways, they are no different from their fellow
members of the old ethnic Shan community, the reason | have focused on the role of radio
broadcasters is to demonstrate my point that state agencies can turn “cultural broker” and by
doing so play an important role in mediating the interest of Shan migrants with the Thai state.
Nonetheless, not everyone can turn “broker” but one who has acquired cultural capital
(Bourdieu 1984, Ong 1999) such as knowledge, language and skills, as well as citizenship.
We also need to take into account the specific conditions of increasingly transnational
movements, and the far-reaching ability of the AM radio frequency that alow these brokers
to brokering and facilitating across ethnic and national boundaries.

In the end, we may assume that most radio and television around the world has been
state-controlled or in the hands of cultural industry professionals who, as Stuart Hall (1980)
has argued, tend to share the dominant codes of the nation-state. However, what we havein
this case is not simply an agent of state-controlled media doing the bidding of the regime.
While the DJs have to practice self-censorship, fostering Thai national loyalty among their
migrant Shan audience, teaching morality, exhorting Shan migrants to be good alien laborers,
there is always a good deal of room for slippage for the agents as well as for the audience.
Nang Moon stated that she has duties to fulfill as a representative of the state, while at the

same time she can also use the same channel for the benefit of the Shan migrant community



with whom she shares her life experience having been born in an ex-militant family,
struggling to acquire Thai education aswell as Thai citizenship.

On one level, we see the state exercising its control beyond its borders and over its
non-citizen subjects, hence the loyalty to a nation (to which these migrants do not belong) is
interpellated and constructed through the means of radio address. On another level, this same
technology allows these migrants to enter into the public space that generates a“temporality
of the simultaneous’, as well as affective connections through which urban Shan migrants
and the Shan in Burma become interconnected. Thereby, turning this public sphere into
“transnational imagined community.” In short, mass media offer both a technology of control

aswell as parallel spacesfor aternative transnationa practice.

Fun, Fairsand Festivals

In this section, | move to another type of Shan public sphere manifested in the form of
Shan festivals. In recent years, Chiang Mai residents started to recognize the existence of
Shan festivals, as warnings are broadcast on Chiang Mai traffic radio stations telling people
to avoid routes near which the Shan are having their celebrations. Shan fairs and festivals
have become the best-known expressions of Shan culture in Chiang Mai.

Shan festivals are generally organized according to tradition and religious belief.
Nevertheless, one also always finds new, invented traditions. They can be grouped into three
categories; 1) religious festivals such as the celebration of the end of Buddhist Lent, and Poi
Sang Long (a Buddhist novice ordination ceremony), 2) cultural ceremonies such asthe
celebration of Shan New Y ear, and Khao Son Nam (the Thai equivalence is Song Kran or the
Water Festival), and 3) Shans' participation in Thai special occasions such as the 60th
anniversary of the Tha King's ascension to the throne, or the King's Birthday which is held
on December 5th every year. Most of the activities are held at two templesin the city, Wat

Papao and Wat Kutao.



While traditions and religious beliefs such as Buddhist Lent and Poi Sang Long are
not distinctively Shan in the larger perspective, as northern Thais also celebrate such events,
what makes them “Shan” in this case liesin the fact that they are celebrated by Shan migrant
workers whom recently have become avisible group in this city and they are celebrated at
two temples which recently have come to be seen as “ Shan” temples. Wat Papao has been
known as a Shan temple for many decades, and thus has always been a place which the Shan
community in Chiang Mal uses for religious and socia gatherings. It was only recently that
Wat Kutao began to take part in organizing many annua Shan festivals aswell. In addition to
these two temples, Chiang Mai Zoo has also started to hold activities for Shan migrants since
2006. As the director of Chiang Mai Zoo stated, “we want to offer alternative space for Shan
migrant workers to come, relax and have a good time.”

Shan festivalsin the city of Chiang Mai involve modern concerts and fairs. Fairs
come as a supplementary part of the festivals which normally include food stalls, bootleg
vendors selling Shan cassettes and VCDs, novels and books imported from Burma. Most
Shan migrants tend to buy Shan cassettes and VCDs of their favorite singers from the festival
bootleg sellers. At the fairs, the bootleggers play Shan VCD karackeon aTV set with
speakers all day long. For Shan migrants, festivals provide opportunities for them to meet
friends and relatives as well asto buy Shan commodities such as food and Shan music
cassettes or VCDs. Apart from the fair, one of the most important aspects of Shan festivalsis
the modern concert. There are two types of concerts; one that sells tickets and free events. For
the concerts that sell tickets, entrance fees normally run around 50 baht (US$1.50). For some
celebrations such as Poi Sang Long where relatives of the novices stay overnight at the
temples and people come and go all day and night to visit the novices and the families, the
temples cannot close the gate to sell concert tickets. The organizers of such festivals therefore

never organize concerts which sell tickets.



To understand how the festivals serve as a contested space where the Thal state and
the ethnic “brokers’ may turn Shan public spheres into forms of both technologies of control,
and “transnational” imagined community, and where Shan migrants fashion the space into
their own migrant public space, | present a close reading of Shan New Y ear Festival.

Shan New Y ear Festival is celebrated on the first day of the waxing moon of the first
lunar month of the Shan calendar, which normally falls around the end of November or the
beginning of December. In Burma, Shan New Y ear celebration has been revived only around
four decades ago as part of Shan cultural revival. ® In Chiang Mai, as the number of Shan
migrants had increased every year, Shan Literature and Cultural Committee started to
organize Shan New Y ear celebration for the first timein 2000. Only in the first year that it
was held at Chiang Mai City’s Sport Field, since 2001 Shan New Y ear celebrations have
been organized at Wat Kutao.

The Shan New Y ear celebration involves afair and modern concert. It has become
tradition that Shan festivalsin Chiang Mai associated with modern concerts are held for three
days. This perhaps is due in part to the cost and time of organizing and also in order to offer
aternative festival days for Shan migrants who usually have only one day off per week. Stage
performances normally start around 8 p.m. The earlier time ot is allocated to amateur
singers. Late night is reserved for famous singers, who normally have to be imported from
Burma, to entertain the audience with their famous songs. However, from my observation,
stage performances for the Shan New Y ear celebrationsin Chiang Mai are different from

those of other Shan festivals held in the city of Chiang Mai in many respects.

3 In Shan State, Burma a series of movements to preserve and revitalize Shan cultural heritage such as
Shan literary traditions and cultura performances, emerged in response to the country’ s Burmanization
beginning around the 1960s. The revival of the Shan New Y ear celebration according to the Shan calendar,
which dates back 2100 years, can be seen as part of these cultural movements.



First, unlike other Shan festivals that earlier time slot is for amateur singers who
themselves are migrants and love to sing even if they are not paid. Early stage shows for the
Shan New Y ear are alocated to a series of traditional dances and performances. There are
performances such as the peacock dance (ka nok kinnari), dance with a Shan flag, 4 the
mountain-goat dance (ka toe), and sword performances, most of which are not usually
performed in other Shan festivalsin Chiang Mai. The second difference liesin the role of the
MCs on the stage. Typically there are male and female M Cs paired on the stage, and their job
is purely to entertain the audience. In the Shan New Y ear festival, however, the MCs tend to
emphasi ze aspects of Shan culture, commenting on stage performances in such away as to
call for Shan migrants to help preserve these aspects of Shan culture. On stage, they
occasionally call for Shan migrants to speak Shan language, wear Shan costumes, and above
all, not forget that they are Shan. In other words, the notions of “who the Shan are” and “how
the Shan living outside their homeland should be” have been emphasized and represented on
the stage of Shan New Y ear celebration in Chiang Mai.

Lastly, because Shan New Y ear celebration is an important cultural event for the Shan
community in Chiang Mai, the Shan Literature and Cultural Committee, the organizer of the
event, is obliged to invite the head of the city district and a high-ranking police officer to

open the ceremony. After the opening, the head of the city instructs the Shan migrants.

“Today, we arein Chiang Mai living far away from home but we can still celebrate
our tradition. | want our Shan brothers and sisters to understand that the King allows
usto live under his grace. We should be grateful to the King and remember that we
can live peacefully in thisland only if we don’t break the law.”

The speech typically begins by emphasizing that Shan and Thai are brothers and

sisters, followed with the instruction that Shan migrants need to follow the laws and

4 Dance with a Shan flag typically composes by several boys and girls holding red, green and yellow
sashes dancing to the rhythm of a Shan drum and eventually shaping the sashes into a Shan national flag.



regulations so long as they want to live in Thailand. This kind of rhetoric, | would argue, has
drawn Shan migrants to be subject of the Thai state.

Another important factor that makes the Shan New Y ear celebration unique is the
photo exhibition about Shan history and culture. Wat Kutao allocates a large temple hall to
display the exhibition during the three-day celebration. The photo exhibition has actually
been added as part of the New Y ear celebration only since 2009. Just like an exhibition in any
national museum, the exhibition features almost every aspect of Shan culture, from history to
food, to architecture to Shan costume and Shan musical instruments. Nonetheless, as the
photo exhibition heavily features aspects of Shan history--history that has been excluded
from Burmese text books and has never been allowed to be taught in schools in Burma--the
organizers state that this moving exhibition would certainly be banned in Burma because of
its political nature.

Asone walks into the exhibition hall, the first impression would be a series of
pictures of Khu Maw Tai or Shan great men-of-letters from the past whose prominent work
includes Buddhist manuscripts, medical text, literature and poems in Shan language. Next to
the portraits of Shan great men-of-lettersis a portrait of the Thai King, followed by a portrait
of Sao Sua Khan Fa, a historic hero who is believed to have united all Shan during the 19"
century and thus is respected as the founder of the Shan kingdom. Thereisalso alarge
picture of Keng Tung Palace, once home to the royal household of the same name. The
palace was demolished in 1991 by Burma s military rulers, who were uninterested in
preserving Shan cultura history. Also included in the show are rarely seen pictures of
Burma sfirst president Sao Shwe Thaik, the last Saopha of Y awnghwe. Following Ne Win's
military coup in 1962, his home in Rangoon was raided by soldiers looking to arrest him.
While he was being detained, soldiers shot and killed his young son. Sao Shwe Thaik later

died in military custody, in what many believe was an unnatural death.



Khaming, one of the organizers, told me that “the aim of the photo exhibition isto
raise awareness of the Shan tradition and its history for Shan migrant workersin Chiang Mai
and also for foreigners interested in learning about the Shan.” Whereas Suriya, aformer Shan
teacher who volunteers to serve as an exhibition guide, states the significance of this
exhibition is: “to educate Shan migrants as well as young Shan born in Thailand to be aware
of their ancestors and to be grateful that because of them, Shan race remains today”

Asof 2012, | observed that the audience who come to this exhibition can be divided
into two groups. Thefirst group consists of adult Shan who come with family and/or with
children. The members of this group may have come to the celebration every year and stop
by the exhibition hall to pay respect to the great men-of-letters, the Shan king as well asthe
Thai king. Otherwise, they may have come for the first or second time and stop at the
exhibition hall to teach their children about aspects of Shan history and culture. The second
group consists of Shan youngsters who come to the New Y ear celebration in groups of 4-5
members or more. They stop by the exhibition to see what it is going on and to take photos.
They do not talk to the staff who walk around the exhibition hall waiting to transmit
knowledge about Shan history to the audience.

Apart from photo exhibition, modern concert is also an interesting element for the
Shan New Y ear celebration. It has become tradition that famous singers from Burmawill be
invited to perform during the Shan New Y ear festival in Chiang Mai. They often appear on
stage late night. As they appear on stage, Shan audience members are whipped into a frenzy,
full of screaming, dancing and clapping. As | was often standing behind the stand that sells
flowers and garlands, | noticed that once the famous singer from Shan State, Burma came out,
many of the femal e audience members came to buy roses and ran to the front of the stage to
give them to their favorite singer. While the girls expressed appreciation by giving flowers

and garlands, Shan boys danced in an unruly fashion in front of the stage. They lifted their



hands and moved their bodies in the same way as rock fans would do in a concert, even
though some time the songs being sung were in a soft, easy listening style. Some time, the
boys also waved a Shan flag when their favorite singers sing on the stage.

At the end of the celebration, | questioned random migrant informants whom | met at
the festival, and learned that some of them came every night the festival was held, even
though the tickets cost 50 baht, which is equivalent to athird of their day’ swages. They are
willing to pay such prices because through this they can turn the space of Chiang Mai into
their home, abeit atemporary one. The festivals aso provide a special time for them to have
fun after many long months of hard work. Shan migrants who participate in these events state
that the festivals and concerts allow them to meet other Shan people and re-build their socia
networks while listening to their favorite Shan songs. Apart from participating in the concert
and the fair, the festival also provides a space for Shan living far away from hometo
“perform themselves’ as Shan. It provides a space where Shan can walk around in a T-Shirt
bearing the image of a Shan flag, legendary national heroes or a map of Shan State. Shan
audiences al so decorate themselves with symbols associated with the “imagined Shan nation,”
such as wearing a hat with the three colors of the Shan flag or sporting a pin with an image of
the Shan flag.

Decoding from various representations, two crucial points can be made here. First,
Shan ethnicity has been transported into public space, exposed to the gaze of both outsiders
and Shan migrants themselves. It is through this public domain that many agents cometo
represent what it meansto be Shan living in Chiang Mai. On one level, the festivals provide
an opportunity and apparatus for the Thai state to control its alien subjects. During the
festivals, various state agents send out messages drawing Shan migrants to be good “aliens,”
i.e., to encourage them to show gratitude to the Thai people, and to exhort them not to break

laws. On another level, Shan cultural brokers organize Shan festivals for many ends. They



may turn these activities into a space of negotiation with the Thai state by showing that Shan
migrants respect the Thai King and Thai authoritiesin addition to being good Buddhists.
They may use the same space to urge Shan migrants living away from home to help maintain
Shan language and culture. They may or may not intend to “resist” the Burmese state, but by
presenting different version of Shan history, they have appropriated this public space to make
claims about their own history and identity.

Asfor Shan migrants, festivals provide sites of expression and negotiation of cultural
selves and identities. While Shan ethnicity has been transformed into an option for modern
leisure, Shan migrants re-appropriate and refashion their ethnic identity through various
means provided to them. They may incorporate themselves into the notion of modernity,
showing to the Thais that Shan migrants can do things just as the ways Thai people do--
organizing a modern concert, buying flowers for singers, taking photos by using their mobile
phone, or dancing in an unruly manner. At the same time, they participate in events organized
by and for Thai special occasions such as the 60" anniversary of the Thai King's ascension to
the throne, or Shan concerts for flood victims because these events alow them to make
claims about their experience as members of the Thai nation-state. And through these events,
they construct a Shan sense of self and proclaim and perform that they are Shan.

Second, on atransnational level, As Minoo Moallem (2000) has argued, perhaps the
construction of symbolic and material relations in the migrant public space is no longer
defined by the “myth of return” or by a successful assimilation in the host country, but by the
experience of atransnational moment, where being “here” merges with being “there” without
any sense of linear motion between the two. Just as Shan migrants enjoy calling the radio
program, for they feel here and there are being connected simultaneously, they participate in
live performance with a sense that “here and there” are interconnected and can be

experienced in the same time.



Conclusion

| have attempted to show how Shan migrant public spheres, on one level, disturb the
boundaries of the state. On another level, they offer atechnology of state control aswell as
parallel spacesfor alternative transnational practice. Another point | have raised throughout
the paper is the importance of taking into account the many ways in which ethnic and
national identity can be imagined, and the power structures at play between diverse groups of
the migrant community. While the members of the existing ethnic Shan community have
sought to make use of radio broadcasts and migrant public spheres to mediate the interests of
the newer Shan migrants with those of the Thai state, Shan migrants can interpret and engage
in the consumption of this mediafor their own ends. All of these suggest new resources for
alternative, imagined community and transnational identity, as well as agency on the part of
those actors involved, including the state. My ethnographic data above illustrates the
significance of an intersectionality approach which recognizes the mutually determining
influences of the Thai state, the mass media and cultural brokers to discern the multiple

meanings of the Shan public spheres.
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