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Abstract

Title: From Traders and Forest Workers to Construction and Wage Labourers:
Economic and Social Relationships of Shan and Lan Na People
Researchers:  Associate Professor Dr. Ratanaporn Sethakul

Ms.Kobgarn Photchanachai

Ms.Phongphan Phanpanya
Year 2013
Key words: Shans, Lan Na people, and changes in economic and social relations

The research titled “From Traders and Forest Workers to Construction and Wage Laborers:
Economic and Social Relationships Between the Shan and Lan Na People” is a study of changes
in the economic and social relationships between the Shan and Lan Na people and of the status of
the Shan people in Lan Na after the World War II and the advent of the military government in
Myanmar. Political changes at home forced a large number of Shan people to take refuge and to
find jobs in Thailand, particularly in Chiang Mai, the center of the Lan Na economy and culture.
Economic development and the growth of business sectors in Chiang Mai have allowed the Shan

people to work and earn money for themselves and their families who remain in the Shan states.

Attitudes toward the Shan people have changed over the years. While they were accepted
initially, the increasing number of Shan workers in Chiang Mai began to arouse suspicion among
a small group of local people. Insults, exploitation and harassment from governmental officials

and employers caused social and ethnic conflicts.



More recently, the need for Shan laborers has led to changes in attitudes and the acceptance of the
Shan as part of the local society. The Thai government has adjusted its policies to be more
flexible and acknowledged the fundamental rights of the Shan laborers. Simultaneously, the Shan
laborers have adapted to the new social environments. They have built new communities in
Buddhist temples and Christian churches in order to relieve their homesickness, share their
working experience and help each other solve problems at the workplace and in their families.
Moreover, to get recognition from the Thai people around them, they now take part in communal

activities as if they were part of those communities.
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FIGURE 2.3. Saohpa’s haw, or palace, at Keng Tung.
(British Library Collection no. 92/2 (B), 1890s)
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...we prevent them from fighting each other, we protected them from
raids by the savage hill tribes or from adventurers across the Chinese
border, and we assured them of good relations with Burma. That point
was enough to bring back prosperity. The population increased, land
was recultivated, trade routes reopened, and the great silver mines of

. . o
Balwin were rediscovered.
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° Robert Taylor, “British Policy and the Shan States, 1886-1942,” in Changes in Northern Thailand and the
Shan States, 1886-1940 (Singapore: Southeast Asian Studies Program, 1988), 13.
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1988), 110.
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4.You shall administer the territory of Kengtung according to the custom
the country and in all matters subject to the guidance of the Superintendent
of the Southern Shan States. You shall recognize the rights of the people
and continue them in the same, and on no account shall you oppress them
or suffer them in any way to be oppressed.

5.You shall maintain order with in the territory of Kengtung and keep open
the trade route therein. Should traders or caravans be attacked within the
limits of the said territory, you shall pay such compensation as the

Superintendent of the Southern Shan States may fix.”
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...Some advance was made in the Shan States toward more orderly
methods of government and the Superintendents were busy on
revenue inspection and house-counting. The former chief of

west Manglum refused to meet the Superintendent and was
therefore superseded by his elder brother. In Kengtung the Sawba
has not been amenable as might be wished to the orders of the

Superintendent.

° Sai Aung Tun. Ibid, 523-524.

® Cited in Robert Taylor, Ibid, 21.
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° Robert Taylor, Ibid, 20.
® Cited in Robert Taylor, Tbid, 23.
? Ronald Renard, Ibid, 115.

¢ Ronald Renard, Ibid, 112.
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1. In recognition of the loyal conduct of the late Sawbwa and as a
mark of favor, the Governor-General of India in Council is pleased
to exempt the State of Kengtung from payment of any tribute for

a period of five years from the 17 anuary 1897. The tribute payable
by the State of Kengtung shall be fixed at the expiry of the term for
which all tributes is hereby remitted, that is, on the 31 " December

1901.°
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2. The Government reserves to itself the proprietary right in all forests,
mines, and minerals in the State of Kentung. If you are permitted to work
or to let on lease any forest or forests in the said State, you shall pay such
sums for rent or royalty as the Local Government may from time to time
direct; and in the working of such forests you shall be guided by such rules
or orders as the Government of India may from time to time prescribe. If

you are permitted to work or let on lease any mine or mines in the said State,



you shall pay such royalty on all metals, precious stones, and other minerals
producted therein as the Governor-General in Council may from time to time

direct.”
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...To elaborate what could and should have been done to improve the lot
of the Shans in order to keep them abreast of time would be outside the
scope of the present work, though one could not help feeling that if the
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leadership, the Shan States would have been less under-developed
than they were when independence found them in union with Burma
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2. You shall abstain from communication with States outside
British Burma. Should necessity arise for communication with
such States, you shall address the Superintendent of the Southern

Shan States through the Assistant Political Officer at Kengtung.”
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In the 1960s, it was fashionable (and even now among foreign scholars

interested in Burma) to portray them as living lives of opulent luxury while
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peasants lived from hand to mouth, groaning under both feudal and
colonial oppression. The fact is that even under the “feudal” scheme

of things, Shan peasants were, in the European sense, freemen, and in
village and local matters, governed themselves. Moreover, if a man did
not like a particular rule or taxes levied, he was free to resettle elsewhere
(many people in Sankampeng district, Chiang Mai, Thailand, are
descended from those who moved away from one of the Shan

states about eighty years ago because they did not like the tax

imposed by their chaofa).”
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...Ineed hardly comment on the important position held by
British subjects in Northern Siam...that the prosperity and
commercial activity of this most flourishing part of Siam is

entirely dependent on them.
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“...The rich Lao country in the north of Siam forms a great attraction for the Burmese and Shan
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... The native of Siam is incapacitated from engaging in
commercial pursuits, both by his own want of energy and
initiative as well as by the restrictions imposed upon him

by his own Government in the matter of corvee and freedom
of movement, so that all trade tends to fall into the hands of

foreign subjects.

° U.K., General Report (Political) of a Journey to Korat and Nan, 1895 by Mr. J. S. Black, F.O. 69 / 162.
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...she told me that from 700 to 1000 laden mules and ponies

came yearly from Yunnan, and from 7000 to 8000 from Kiang Tung,
Kiang Hung, and other places in the British Shan States: 1000 elephants
are employed in carrying goods to and from Kiang Hsen, chiefly from
transshipment to Luang Phrabang and elsewhere; 5000 porters travel

in lower Burmah, and 4000 to the neighboring States, and to the British
Shan States lying to the north; 3000 laden oxen ply between Zimme

and Lakon, and from 500 to 600 to Lower Burmah. The movement of
unladen animals for sale, she said, was as follows: Between 5000 and
6000 buffaloes were brought yearly to Zimme from Luang Phrabang,
numerous oxen from Lapoon and Lakon; and from 200 to 300 elephants
were yearly taken into Burmah. The porters travelled throughout the year
and the Chinese caravans proceeded as far south as Ootaradit, a Siamese

town at the head of the navigation of the Meh Nam.”

a7.0%%1 BrduuiFowsiulusy Inlug 18nd 138912 nlnaj 4 <. The Shans are a
thrifty people. Being the inhabitants of a mountainous region, the necessaries of life are not so
easily obtained as in the fertile deltas of the Irrawaddy and Menam. They are good
agriculturalists, but excel in trading, by which they supply themselves with food and
merchandized not obtainable in their own country...” ©  @asamsaun1eliFessenas
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° Holt S. Hallett . A Thousand Miles on an Elephant in the Shan States ( Bangkok : White Lotus, 1988),
208 and 104.
©J .George Scott. Gazetteer of Upper Burma and the Shan States (Rangoon : The Superintendent,

Government Printing, 1900), 287.
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Phrabang. Their wages for working in the teak-forests were fifty rupees
a year and food, and the latter did not cost more than three rupees a-
month. Gangs of Chinese Shans from the Shan States to the east of

Bhamo come every year to work in the Ping Shan...”
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“Political Relations between Chiang Mai and Kengtung in the Nineteenth Century” in
Changes in Northern Thailand and the Shan States , 1886-1940, Singapore: Southeast

Asian Studies Program, 1988.

“Lan Na History in the Lue Chronicles” paper presented in the International Conference of

the Association of Asian Studies, Hawaii, April 11-14, 1996.

“From Sipsong Panna to Lan Na : the Lue in Nan Province” paper presented in the
International Conference of the International Association of Historians of Asia,

Chulalongkorn University, May 20-24, 1996.

“Lue Communal Rights and Obligations: the Trace of Tai Primitive Society”, paper

presented in the International Conference on Thai Studies, Amsterdam, 5-9 July, 1999.
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“Tai Lue of Sipsongpanna and Muang Nan in the Nineteenth Century” , in Andrew Turton

(ed.) Civility and Savagery, Social Identity in Tai States Richmond Surrey: Curzon, 2000.

"Community Rights of the Lue in China, Laos and Thailand: a Comparative studies”, Tai

Culture, vol.V, No.2, December 2000, pp.69-103.

“Community Rights of the Lue in China, Laos and Thailand: A Comparative Study”,

research granted by the Thailand Research Fund, 2000.

"The Tai Ya in Thailand", paper presented in the International Conference on Huayao Dai

Culture, Xinping, China, 6" February, 2001.

“Lawa, Lua, Kha and Loi: their Hidden Histories in the Tai Tamnan” paper presented in

the International Conference on Dai-Thai Culture, Kunming, December 9-12, 2004.

“Yunnan-Lan Na: the Revival of Historical Trade Routes of Southwestern China and the
Upper Mainland Southeast Asia”, paper presented in the International Conference on
Southwestern China and Upper Northern Thailand Relationships: from Regional Trade to

International Cooperation, Payap University, Chiang Mai, Thailand, January 31-February1, 2005.

“The Fountain of Life: Water and Its Central Role in the History of the Tai Culture”, paper
presented in the International Conference on Water Culture and Water Environment Protection, 6-

8" September, 2005, Kunming, PRC.
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“The Lua of Kengtung and Chiang Mai: a Comparative Study of the Indigenous People in the
Tai States”, paper presented in the 2™ Forum on China and Southeast Asian Ethnic Groups,

September 16-18, 2006, Nanning City, Guangxi, PRC.

Cooperation to Develop Ethnic Cultural Tourism Between Guangxi and Neighboring
Countries & Promotion Mutual Prospertiy and Stability and Friendly Relationship
Co-research project with Professor Li Fuchen, Centre for Zhuang Studies, Guangxi Academy of
Social Sciences, 2006-2007. (continuing)
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