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The research project entitled “Power, Space and Ethnic Identities: Cultural Politics of
Nation-State in Thai Society” is an attempt to understand the relationships between power
relations, the production of social space and cultural identities of various ethnic groups in
northern Thai society who are constantly competing with each other in a continuous process of
identity formation and image building in order to reproduce their sense of ethnic identities in
relations with other groups and the state.

The research pays particular attention to the relations between the nation-state and local
groups in the frontier areas between northemn Thailand, Burma and Laos, where a multitude of
ethnic groups have coexisted with each other for centuries. Research sites in this project are not
the villages as has usually been the case for orthodox anthropology, but “social space” whereby
ethnic boundaries and power relations are reproduced and generated in the continuous process of
negotiation between various ethnic groups in their trade and daily activities within and across the
borders.

Border areas are seen here as space of cultural and power struggles where the
centralized process instigated by the state is perpetually challenged and contested. Frontiers are
space of cultural diversity where ethnic identities take no static forms. Rather, ethnic identities
become “strategies” of self-presentation that are always in flux and adapted to suit the ever
changing situations and interests. Identity formation and ethnic boundaries become an integral
part of negotiation and struggles between various groups. Continuous processes of boundarying
and reboundarying has resulted in the ever-changing structure of power relations in the frontiers
area.

Lessons learned from our case studies in frontier communities have clearly shown that a
nation-state is first and foremost a plural society made up of ethnically and culturally diverse
groups. Nationalistic ideology and its subsequent concept of unitary state therefore undermines
the importance of cultural politics and ethnic identities. It cannot help us to understand ethnic and
social conflicts in contemporary society.

In an increasingly globalized world where movements of people across the national
boundaries have turned cities every where into multi-ethnic societies, the traditional concept of
nation and citizenship, which inevitably leads to exclusion and binary opposition between us and

them, is fast becoming obsolete. Conflicts between the state and ethnic groups, ranging from
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simple stigmatization and racist attitude towards ethnic minorities to open rebellion against the
established order are rampant phenomena. Separatist movements and armed conflict in Russia
and southern Thailand are fine cases in point here. The traditional concept of nation-state can no
longer serve as a viable model for national integration and peaceful coexistence between various
groups of people in an increasingly pluralistic society characterized by cultural and ethnic

diversity.



