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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a study of “Complexity and Fluidity in Ethnic Identities as Seen Through

the Life of a Lisu Woman.” The goals of the study are:

1) To examine the process of establishing ethnic identity through both one’s own
definition of “self” and the definition of self as assigned by others, and how these definitions
affect the shared ethnic identity of the Lisu people.

2) To examine the factors leading to the perpetually complex and fluid state of ethnic
identities.

3) To examine the process of choosing to utilize ethnic Lisu identities within the

context of a culturally diverse society to achieve maximum personal benefits.

This is a study of the factors leading to change in ethnic Lisu identities. These factors
include state policy, which contests ethnic Lisu identity under the discourse of assimilation by
promoting nationalism which is imaginary, and is created with the goal of promoting unity in the
language, religion, and culture of the people residing within the Thai nation.

The first finding of this study was that the policies of the state have affected the Lisu
peoples’ way of life, leading to assimilation, lack of identity, and statelessness. This is because
they have been made to be “Thai” according to the state’s definition, which does not allow for
ethnic differences and diversity. This results in the fact that ethnic identity is unstable and has a
decreasing influence on new generations of Lisu youth. The new generation is thus facing an
identity crisis, and is forced to search for a new way of life and identity that is bound to be

fragmented. As a result, the Lisu people are becoming increasingly materialistic, ignoring the



cultural notions of honor and shame that had held Lisu society together. Hence the current
expression, “honor and shame won’t put food on the table,” frequently used by members of the
new generation, meaning that if one thinks only of honor, one will starve. If there is a way to
make fast money, such as selling illegal drugs and operating massage parlors as fronts for
prostitution, then that is the way to get by in modern life. In addition, many state policies, such
as those concerning national security, eradication of opium cultivation, and especially the
management of natural resources such as forestry policy and the conservation of streams and
watersheds, are characterized by centralized power, and result in “hill tribes” and Lisu people
being forcibly removed or restricted from making full use of their agricultural land. This makes it
impossible for them to practice the traditional Lisu way of life. The society, community, culture,
ethnic identities and individual identities of the Lisu people are thus increasingly fragmented.

The second finding was that the creation and development of one’s personal identities
can change according to time, situation, and life experiences, as identity is chosen as appropriate
to one’s specific context in order to achieve maximum personal benefit. In summary, identity is
created to fulfill specific objectives. Identity is not static, but is fluid and changes according to
temporal and social contexts. Power relations are conditions for the invention, the fluidity, and

the choice to adopt a particular identity.



