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ABSTRACT

This study is an investigation and analysis of the Kachin ethnic group in
Northern Thailand foéusing on the politics of identity and articulations of belonging
in the context of transnational movement and migration. This study conceptualizes the
notions of belonging and representations of identity leading to a greater understanding
of the processes of interaction and negotiation with state and non-state actors. This
research highlights the need to investigate Kachin transnational migration from a
historical perspective. Kachin in Ban Mai Samakkhi village, Mueang Na sub-district,
Chiang Dao district, Chiang Mai province, highlight a phenomenon of a transnational
group constructing and creating a physical, social and cultural space within the fixed
boundaries of Thailand. The significance and manifestation of negotiation and
articulation, both physical and symbolic, within a displaced migratory community is
important for this study. Within this framework, this research involves more than
simple classification and dichotomy of majority and minority, and hill tribe or non-
hill tribe. Such a process not only occurs within the border of the Thai State
formalized through state rhetoric and state policy implementation, but also
highlighting the current phenomenon of physical borders and ethnic framing of
minority and majority relations within the modern nation-state.

The creation of a village at the margin of the Thai State has illustrated the

embodiment of Kachin history and their memory of struggle. The creation of this




village has come to represent their past history, their strﬁggle of movement and
migration from different parts of Myanmar, traditional practices, beliefs and their
fluid relationship with the Thai State. In the process of border crossing, the meaning
Kachin attach to place is dynamic anci complex. Such relations are embedded in
interaction and negotiation between and within international boundaries and differing
political systems,

This study of Kachin has found that the meaning of specific places are
constructed and reconstructed by different actors with different goals. The mobile and
dispersed Kachin, who are no longer found to exclusively inhabit their native country
of Myanmar have increasingly come to reconstruct, remember and connect to
particular places as their new home, such as Ban Mai Samakkhi in Thailand. The
reinvention of traditional practices and traditional symbols such as construction of
Kachin Manau cultural ground consisting of permanent Manau posts, a traditional
house and an ethnic museum, in a new political landscape has political meanings and
significance. The history of Kachin movement and migration and the creation of a
village indicate the transformation of place into a cultural site for the Kachin. Kachin
in Thailand have transcended static notions of place (the bounded village) by
connecting with external agencies such as religious organizations both in Chiang Mai
and internationally, Kachin construction of their religious landscape not only
highlights the phenomena of transnational connectivity to their homeland but also to
wider networks of the international Christian community. Building and strengthening
networks with outside agencies including international Christian organizations can be
seen as construction of their space for a transnational community.,

The Kachin in Thailand retain and express their cultural identity as a distinct
group highlighted by presenting their own traditional cultural practices onto the
“stage” of a state led festival and combining the symbols of the Thai State with
traditional Kachin practices. For the Kachin, development projects initiated by state
agencies such as the RDP, military and local government have brought not only a
means of communication with different levels of state agencies, but have also
contributed to reinforcing their sense of belonging in the new state in the context of
their uncertain situation. This demonstrates the ability of the Kachin to negotiate the

political nature of their identity in a new political landscape, the Thai State.
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