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NOTES ON THE USE OF LANGUAGES AND NAMES 
 
 
 
Languages and transliteration 
 

This dissertation includes terms and phrases from three languages other than English: 

Thai, Shan, and Myanmar (Burmese). All non-English terms appearing throughout this work 

have been transliterated into English. Each transliterated term is followed by a bracketed note 

regarding from which language the term originates, and with an English translation of the term, 

the first instance it appears in the text (for example, mae ga  [Shan: female trader], myao ne 

[Myanmar: township], and talat phra [Thai: Buddha image market]). The Royal Thai General 

System of Transcription has been used for the transliteration of Shan and Thai. Shan location 

names are spelled similarly to as they appear in James George Scott and John Percy Hardiman’ 

Gazetteer of Upper Burma and the Shan States, which comprised two parts and five volumes 

published between 1899 and 1901. The transliterated spellings of Myanmar-language terms and 

places follow common use in various sources, particularly academic literature and news media. 

 
 
Demonyms and ethnicity  
 

Following the change of the country’s official name from Burma to Myanmar in 1989, 

the Burmese government also changed the country’s demonym from ‘Burmese’ to ‘Myanmar’; 

for instance, ‘Myanmar people’ and ‘Myanmar language’ instead of ‘Burmese people’ and 

‘Burmese language’. In this dissertation, I use ‘Burmese’ as a demonym and adjective attached 

with nouns, such as ‘Burmese government’ and ‘Burmese soldiers’.  

The use of the term ‘Burmese’, however, needs to be problematized. While the term can 

be used to refer broadly to all people from the country of Burma to refer to their nationality, it is 

also used to specifically denote those who are Burman, the country’s largest ethnic group. 

Therefore, the terms ‘Burmese’ and ‘Burman’ can lead to confusion, as they are often used 

interchangeably, i.e., an ethnic Kachin person born in Burma can be referred to as ‘Burmese’ 

although he is not ‘Burman’. ‘Burmese’ is also widely used by scholars to refer to the language 

spoken by the ethnic Burman, and which is the national language of Burma (Smith, 1991, p. 29n, 

cited in Keyes, 1994, p. 5). Throughout this dissertation, I use the term ‘Burmese’ to refer to the 

nationality of all people who are from the country of Burma, and ‘Burman’ when the subject is 

specifically the Burman ethnic group. 
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‘Shan’ and ‘Tai’ (Dai)  
 

This dissertation focuses on the Shan ethnic group, members of which primarily reside in 

the present-day Shan State of Myanmar. The Shan are the second most populous ethnic group in 

Burma following the Burman. The use of the term ‘Shan’ in relation to ‘Tai’ or ‘Dai’ and ‘Tai Yai’ 

in this research and other materials deserves to be conceptualized as the history of the Shan is 

relatively complex and requires careful elaboration. The Shan are classified as one of the Tai-

speaking ethnic groups who settled throughout mainland Southeast Asia, primarily in what is 

today southwestern China (Yunnan province), northeastern India (Assam), northern Thailand, 

northern Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and eastern Burma (Keyes, 1995, p. 136; Sai Aung Tun, 

2009, p. 3). These Tai-speaking groups can be categorized broadly as ‘Tai’, although they have 

also been sub-categorized with different names reflecting variations in traditional dress, dental 

distinctions, tattoos, and the geographical features of where they have dwelt, such as streams, 

rivers, lakes, forests, plains, hills, mountains, and valleys (Sai Aung Tun, 2009, p. 3). 

With broad groupings based on geographical criteria, the Tai are classified into six 

groups: first, the Tai Yai or Tai Long, living mainly in central and southern Shan State, some 

parts of Kayah (Karenni) State, and northwestern Thailand; second, the Tai Nue or Tai Mao, 

who have settled along the borders of Burma and China in southern Kachin State, northern Shan 

State, and southwestern China, including the south bank of the Shweli River; third, the Tai 

Khün, who settled primarily in today’s eastern Shan State, especially in the town of Kengtung 

(Chiang Tung); fourth, the Tai Khamti, who dwell in northern Kachin State and northeastern 

India; fifth, the Tai Lue or Tai Yong, scattered throughout Xishuangbanna (Sipsongpanna) in 

China’s Yunnan province, northwestern Laos, and northern Thailand; and sixth, the Tai Yuan or 

Khon Muang, referring to the northern Thai people mainly living in northern Thailand 

(Murakami, 2002, pp. 82–83, cited in Yasuda, 2008, p. 4). 

The term ‘Shan’ was first introduced during the British colonial period in the 19th 

century by academic missionaries who traveled to the northern areas of Shan State, the areas 

along the headwaters of the Irrawaddy River in Kachin State, the Sheweli River in Sagaing 

Division, and the Shan plateau, in order to research and produce ethnographic works on local 

peoples living in mentioned areas. Western usage of the term ‘Shan’ derived from the Burmese-

language term to refer to the group of people who shared socio-cultural similarities with the 

‘Siam’ or ‘Syam’ (Siamese) people of the Kingdom of Siam, as Thailand was previously known 

(Lintner, 1999 [1994], p. 52; Seekins, 2006, p. 403). The Tai people who lived in southeastern 

areas of Burma were commonly exposed to the culture of the Siam Kingdom and tended to lose 

aspects of their Shan identity (Saimong Mangrai, 1965, pp. 8–9). This led to the Burman calling 
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this group ‘Shan’ after replacing the sound of ‘m’ with ‘n’ according to the Burmese 

pronunciation of the ending consonant (Lintner, 1999 [1994], p. 52). The missionaries then 

broadly defined these people as ‘Shan’, including all groups who used any form of the Tai 

language (Smerchai, 2003, pp. 1–2).  

 
 
Names of places 
 
 
Burma (ဗမာ) and Myanmar (ၾမနမာ) 
 

Amidst the growing interest in Burma/Myanmar studies, researchers have tended to 

express diminishing concern with regard to the politics of the use of the terms ‘Burma’ and 

‘Myanmar’. In this dissertation, I use both names to refer to the country in an attempt to not 

demonstrate support for any particular political ideology. I use ‘Burma’ to refer to the country 

during the period prior to the 1990s, while ‘Myanmar’ is used as the name while discussing the 

country in the 1990s and after, following the Burmese military government’s change of the 

country’s name in 1989. In addition, I keep the terms as they appear in the original sources from 

which I cite. In the same vein, for other locations in the country that have two names, notably 

the former capital Rangoon or Yangon, I use the names according to the division of time periods 

described earlier.  

 
 
Shan State and Shan States  
 

This dissertation deals with various locales in several of present-day Myanmar’s 

administrative divisions. Shan State is situated in the northeast of the country, and consists of 

three regions—northern Shan State, southern Shan State, and eastern Shan State. The current 

administration of Shan State is detailed in the Constitution of 2008, and was implemented in 

August 2014, as follows: northern Shan State comprises 24 townships in the seven districts of 

Lashio, Kyaukme, Muse, Laukkai, Möng Mit, Hopang, and Markmang. Southern Shan State is 

composed of 21 townships in the three districts of Taunggyi, Loilem, and Langkhur. Eastern 

Shan State contains ten townships under the three districts of Kengtung, Möng Hhat, and 

Tachilek (S.H.A.N., 2014). 

 Shan State today does not represent a traditional political system. In the pre-colonial 

period, Shan State was a polity comprising 48 möng. A möng was an independent polity ruled by a 

saopha [Shan: prince, sawbwa in Burmese]. Each möng enjoyed its own autonomy, although each 

was not equally powerful due to the difference of land occupation and size of the population 
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(Sao Sanda, 2008, pp. 23–24). During the pre-British occupation of Burma, saopha of powerful 

möng occasionally fought those of the weaker in order to consolidate their power through 

domination, with the populace of smaller möng tending to change their allegiance to the rulers of 

stronger möng (Sai Aung Tun, 2009, chapter 5). Nowadays, Shan State is called Möng Tai by Shan 

people, with möng being translated into English as ‘state’ or ‘kingdom’ (Sao Sanda, 2008, p. 18). 

In 1885, the British colonial power gradually reorganized Möng Tai, incorporating smaller states 

into larger ones to form what was known as the ‘Shan States’, or the Federation of Shan States 

(Sao Sanda, 2008, pp. 15–16, 18; Sai Aung Tun, 2009, chapter 9). Accordingly, saopha of larger 

states received higher salaries extracted from revenues compared to those of the smaller states 

(Adams, 2000, p. 11). In October 1922, the Shan states were divided into the two administrative 

regions of Northern Shan State and Southern Shan State as part of the Burma Frontier Services 

(Collis, 1938, p. 25; Sai Aung Tun, 2009, pp. 167–174), which was geographically separated from 

‘Burma Proper’. After 1948, the eastern region was separated from the southern region due to 

the political dominance of the Kengtung, Kokang, Wa states (Sai Aung Tun, 2009, pp. 342–343). 

In 1959, the entirety of the Shan states were re-administered into roughly 30 states (Adams, 

2000, p. 10; Sao Sanda, 2008, p. 24). Several townships in present-day Shan State are former 

autonomous möng, previously different states. 

In this dissertation, I use the term ‘Shan States’ to refer to the pattern of polity during 

British colonization, whereas ‘Shan State’ is used to refer to the current form of polity. 

 
 
Place names in the colonial era and in the current period 
 

Apart from the country’s name, the Burmese government also changed the names of 

many locations from those used during the British colonial period. In this dissertation, I use the 

colonial names cited in Scott and Hardiman’ Gazetteer of Upper Burma and the Shan States. To avoid 

confusion with the contemporary use of place names, I also add Burmese names by the 

references of several sources due to inconsistency in spelling and Romanization of names. 

Readers can always consult these names in the section Guide to Shan, Burmese and Thai Place Names  

with their original characters, for example, the name of Möng Nai (မိူငးၼ’ၢး) in Shan, which is 

Mo-Ne (မံုးႏဲ) in Burmese, and Muang Nai (เมืองนาย) in Thai; and Mawk Mai (မ့ၵ်‚မ’‚) in Shan, 

which is Mau-me (ေမာတ္မယ္) in Burmese, and Mawk Mai (หมอกใหม)่ in Thai.  
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Place names in pseudonym 
  

Locations and places where primary research was conducted for this dissertation appear 

as pseudonyms in accordance with the ethics of best practices for research on sensitive topics. 

Such pseudonymous place names will be noted in parentheses, for example, Nam Phueng village 

(pseudonym), the first instance they appear. 

 
 
Names of persons 
 
 
Informants’ names 
 

In order to protect each person’s identity, I anonymize the names of persons who served 

as informants for this research, especially traders and migrants.  

 
 
Citing Thai-language materials 
 

I use last names to refer to Thai authors whose materials have been published in English, 

while I cite their first names while discussing materials they published in Thai. For example, I cite 

‘Jirattikorn’ (last name) from her English articles, while I refer to her as ‘Amporn’ (first name) 

while citing her Thai works. 

 
 
Currencies and exchange rates 
 

This dissertation studies cross-border mobility in which two main currencies, Burmese 

kyat (MMK) and Thai baht (THB), are used in transaction. I write Burmese kyat and Thai baht in 

the first place in text, where after I shorten them into kyat and baht, respectively. According to 

the exchange rate posted by XE Currency (www.xe.com) on December 28, 2016, 1 US dollar is 

approximately equivalent to 1,370 Burmese kyat, and to 36 Thai baht. 
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Key Events in Relation to the Shan State-Thailand Borderland 

 
 
1886   Colonization of the Shan States by the British 

1948   Burma gains independence from the British 

1949-1950  Invasion by Kuomintang Army in the Shan State 

1962-1988  • Ne Win institutes policy known was ‘Burmese Way to Socialism’ 

• Underground trade across Burma-Thailand and Burma-China  

borders flourishes 

1967   Burmese military under President Ne Win creates Ke Kwe Ye (KKY) units 

   made up of local militia groups assigned to fight against and balance the 

   power of ethnic rebellion movements 

1970s   • Kuomintang establishes base on the eastern bank of Salween River  

(Thanlwin in Burmese) 

• Numerous conflicts between ethnic rebel groups throughout country 

• Long-distance traders from upper southern Shan State relocate to the 

Thai border  

1980s • Logging concessions dealt between ethnic insurgent groups and Thai 

businessmen, facilitating construction of roads and transportation of 

large-size vehicles 

 • Thai people, especially from Thailand’s northern region, flow to Thai 

frontiers, drawn by lucrative logging business and working as drivers for 

logging firms and transporters of goods and passengers, including settlers 

of border villages 

 • Flows of long-distance traders who travel on foot and with mules 

traversing between Shan State’s interiors and Mae Hong Son to serve 

demand created by Khun Sa and his soldiers 

~1983   Decline and end of cross-border trade in Buddha images antiquities  

due to exhausted supply on Shan State side 

1989   Burmese regime begins ceasefire negotiations with ethnic armed groups 

1992   Thai government bans logging concessions in Thailand 

~1993   Road improvements sponsored by influential cattle traders to facilitate 

   transport of large animals  

1996 (January)  Khun Sa surrenders himself to Burma Army 
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1996 (July) • Thailand’s Mae Hong Son government officially opens Nam Phueng 

border checkpoint 

   • Removal of rangers and Border Police Patrol, and decease of military 

   units 

   • Rearrangement of Thai state agencies 

   •  Thai government allows transportation of goods within two- kilometer 

   radius of border checkpoint   

~1998  Order prohibits border crossers from Shan State from traveling more 

 than 15 kilometers into Thailand’s interior  

~1999 • Order for construction of station at the Rong Haeng settlement to 

control people’s movement 

  • Order restricts people holding Burmese identification cards from 

traveling into Thai territory more than 12 kilometers, and then to 30 

kilometers or to Mae Hong Son’s center 

~2000 (January) Local Thai government establishes official customs office at the border 

~2001   Thai government closes border checkpoint temporarily  

2002-2003  Burma Army attempts to block transport of goods from Thailand to Shan 

   State through the Nam Phueng Checkpoint    

2011 (December) SSA-S agrees to ceasefire pact with the Burma Army 

2014 (May) Coup d’état in Thailand results in the closure of border for several weeks 

and the suspension of cross-border activities 
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
 

Borderland, States and Cross-border Mobility 
 
 
 

This dissertation investigates how state and non-state actors have controlled cross-border 

mobility along the Myanmar-Thailand borderland over the past five decades. It shows the 

complexity of the borderland where state actors consolidate their power by controlling resources 

and communities. Non-state actors are also active participants through multi-layer networks: they 

negotiate with states and manipulate rules and regulations to realize their objectives (Donnan & 

Wilson, 2010; Parham, 2016). Meanwhile, border and migrant communities develop strategies to 

travel through national borders unhindered. Their actions, supported by domestic and 

transnational networks, often enable them to progress from short-term settlers to a permanent 

migrant status. Despite positioning this research to avoid a “methodological nationalism” 

(Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002; Glick Schiller & Salazar, 2013), we cannot deny the effects and 

existence of states that attempt to manage the border. Therefore, in this dissertation I aim to 

show how state transformation relates to changes in cross-border mobility in the Myanmar-

Thailand borderland. I argue that, notwithstanding state attempts to tighten border security to 

control cross-border flows, non-state actors manage to preserve border porosity over time.  

The study of states and cross-border mobility is my contribution to ongoing debates in 

four main fields: borderland studies; state transformation; cross-border flows, and mobility and 

migration. The three main research questions are: 1) To what extent have states and non-state 

actors shaped the mobility of people and commodities in the past five decades?; 2) How do 

border communities respond to border control and state-imposed rules and regulations under 

the successive regimes of border control?; 3) Are these dynamics specific to this section of the 

Myanmar-Thailand borderland or are they of wider significance? 

In this chapter, I will provide answers to these questions with the help of case studies 

organized as follows. Firstly, with an overview of how this dissertation contributes to the four 

main studies areas mentioned. Secondly, a methodological section will illustrate how I overcame 

challenges and obstacles, and will detail my adaptive methods to deal and cope with uncertain 

circumstances, as well as conceptual tools used for the understanding of case studies. Thirdly, I 

will outline the dissertation’s structure and summarize individual chapters. 
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Figure 1.1: Myanmar and Upper Thailand, with the research site encircled. 
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Borderland studies 
  

One of the challenges in the study of borderland issues is to disentangle existing political 

structures in their varied forms. From my initial involvement in the study of borderlands, I have 

gained experience and knowledge about the borderscape, which is intricately woven into the 

multiple facets of states’ efforts to shape and reshape borders. These states are also challenged by 

non-state networks in redrawing territories, either to submit to or avoid their domination. I argue 

here, and throughout this research, that the Myanmar-Thailand borderland represents a unique 

example of political boundaries and nation-state borders in a continuous state of flux. This leads 

to a twofold intersection in the results of this research: cross-border mobility and border control.  

This dissertation follows the growing trend in borderland studies where scholars strive to 

comprehend political borderscapes by employing a lens that reaches beyond the nationalistic 

perspective (Dean, 2005; van Schendel, 2005b; Eilenberg, 2012; 2016; Turner, 2013; Ma, 2014; 

Hoffmann, Vlassenroot & Marchais, 2016). They trace the developmental history to unfold 

multifaceted networks covering nationality, ethnicity, class, and other identifying categories. The 

Southern Shan State, situated in Myanmar’s frontiers and bordering Thailand’s northwest, 

illustrates a complex history where multiple actors exercise power in controlling resources and 

manpower over different time periods. These power configurations still influence border 

management and control today.  

From January 1948, the date that marks Myanmar’s independence from British colonial 

rule, to the present day, Myanmar’s frontiers have been characterized by disorder and 

precariousness (Smith, 2015; Steinberg, 2015a). It could be argued that the Burmese government 

appears to lack a firm and effective system to maintain its sovereignty and its people. Bertil 

Lintner (2014) portrays Shan State’s current situation as a “state of anarchy” precisely because it 

lacks state control to deal with the entanglement of insurgency, narcotics trade, and its 

recalcitrance toward the central state. During the ethnic conflicts in the late 1960s, Burma’s 

frontiers became ethnic rebellious zones against the national regime. Despite signing ceasefire 

agreements with several rebel movements in the last two decades, the government elected in the 

2010 polls has faced challenges in peace-building (Smith, 2015). The political climate in southern 

Shan State, on which this research provides empirical evidence, continues to function as a 

platform for multiple entities. State actors, state-like actors, and border elites are intent on 

controlling territory while benefiting from frontier resources and cross-border trade. They have 

managed to create a “strategic space” (Menzies, 1992) to outwit one another, while sharing 

economic interests.  
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In the 1960s, the regime of the day turned Burma into a socialist state, where black 

market and underground transactions offered opportunities for long-distance traders to 

participate across the Burma-China and Burma-Thailand borders, including those crossing from 

China into Thailand and vice versa (Chang, 2011; 2014a; 2014b). The Burmese government was 

only partially successful in establishing a nationwide economic system to manage cross-border 

trade, and consequently traders and goods moving from China and Thailand came under the 

control of armed ethnic groups through informal taxation (Dean, 2005; Chang, 2015; Kyu, 2016; 

Roi Aung, 2016). Until 1989, the Burmese regime was known to enter into ceasefire agreements 

with different armed ethnic groups (South, 2008; Keenan, 2013; Than, 2016), by granting them 

autonomy to exercise control over former rebel areas.1 These regions could be considered a 

“state within [a] state” (Than, 2016) that created a “space of exception” (Kyu, 2016), since they 

were not necessarily developed along national schemes. Rather, Myanmar’s central government 

allowed the leaders of these areas to authorize development and public projects. However, 

violent clashes between the Burmese military and former armed ethnic militia were sporadically 

reported in some areas.2 Today the Myanmar government does not officially grant autonomy to 

border elites to govern territories as autonomous zones. However, both sides acknowledge 

reciprocal spatial dominance, while exercising power in parallel—either situationally outwitting 

or complementing one another. 

In the area covering southernmost parts of Shan State and the northwest of Thailand in 

Mae Hong Son province (Fig. 1.3), strategic spatial control by several ethnic rebel movements 

has existed since the 1960s, such as the Kuomintang, the Communist Party of Burma, the Pa-O, 

the Wa, Kachin, Lahu, Shan and the Möng Tai Army (MTA) led by the internationally notorious 

drug warlord Chang Chifu or Khun Sa (Chao Tzang Yawnghwe, 1987; Smith, 1999 [2001], pp. 

39, 133; Christensen and Kyaw, 2006). Currently Homöng functions as a hub of the central state. 

It is a small myo ne [Burmese: township] under Langkhur hka yae [Burmese: district]. It is de jure 

administrated under the Burmese state. However, it is de facto ruled by Maha Ja, former leader of 

the ethnic Wa National Army (WNA), or the so-called ‘White Wa’ in the period following Khun 

                                                           
1 These autonomous zones are primarily located in proximity to China and in the past were ideologically 
influenced by the Community Party of Burma (CPB) (Lintner, 1990). Following the fall of the CPB, 
economic promotions and cooperation with China continued and armed groups such as the United Wa 
State Army (UWSA), the Kachin Independent Army (KIA), the Shan State Army-North (SSA-N) and the 
Kokang were able to establish special zones for self-administration.   

2 Battalions of the Burma Army fighting against the Kachin Independent Organization (KIO) were 
reported from 2012 (Radio Free Asia, 2012) until April 2016 (BNI, 2016)—the latest news able to be 
included in this research. In early 2016, assaults led by the Burma Army against the Ta’ang National 
Liberation Army (TNLA) were reported in northern Shan State (Irrawaddy, 2016).  
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Sa’s surrender to the Burma Army (Tatmadaw) in January 1996. This agreement resulted from 

Maha Ja’s negotiation with the Burma Army to gain administrative control over the area and 

permission to conduct business in several sectors (Irrawaddy, 2000; Lern, 2008; S.H.A.N., 2008a; 

2008b). The Myanmar government has not granted autonomous statehood to this administrative 

zone but fails to exert sovereignty over it. Maha Ja delegates power to his son, and therefore I 

use the term ‘Maha Ja family’ to refer to Maha Ja and his cronies as a state-like entity. 

Figure 1.3 shows that, apart from the zone ruled by the Maha Ja family, there is yet 

another state-like formation in this part of Myanmar. The Shan State Army-South (SSA-S), one 

branch of the Shan ethnic movements established its headquarters in 1999 after splitting from 

Khun Sa’s Möng Tai Army. The SSA-S’s headquarter at Loi Tai Laeng [Shan: Mountain of the 

Shining Shan] is located on the edge of the Thai border (Jai Hung, 2009). This polity remains 

active, maintaining the political ideology of independence from the Burmese government, and 

has its own trained military forces. Additionally, it collects taxes on communities and cross-

border trade to fund its insurgency movement (Lintner, 1989, p. 156; Mirante, 1993, pp. 21–23; 

Jirattikorn, 2011, p. 25). Both the Maha Ja family and the SSA-S could be defined as a “state 

within [a] state,” “mini state,” or “statelet,” as they consolidate their power through 

territorialization, setting rules to control their communities, and exercising public authority by 

means of informal taxation (Lund, 2006a; 2006b, pp. 695–696; Hoffmann et al., 2016).3 As 

described, four political entities—the Burmese state, the Thai state, the Maha Ja family, and the 

SSA-S—represent nuances of state formation: from a conventional state to a  ‘state within a 

state,’ ‘state-like,’ and ‘statelet’ of border elites.  

                                                           
3 Within the mountain ranges in Pangmapha district, another polity, the United Wa State Army (UWSA), 
commonly known as the ‘Red Wa’ set up its base, prolonging the relationship with its faction of the Wa 
State Army in northern Shan State. It cultivates opium and sends the produce to be refined in Wa State 
(S.H.A.N., 2008c). During my fieldwork from September 2012–May 2014, this polity did not play a 
significant role in shaping human mobility and cross-border trade around the Nam Phueng border 
checkpoint, so I exclude this political unit from my research. 
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Figure 1.2: Southern Shan State and parts of Mae Hong Son province, Thailand. 
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Figure 1.3: Four main political powers and their territories. 
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Nation-state borders contradict political boundaries that people perceive or imagine in 

their everyday lives (Dean, 2005; Parham, 2016). The political territories in the southernmost 

Shan State have been rather complicated, echoing what Mary Callahan (2007, p. 2) calls the 

political complexity in Burma potentially differing from region to region, and liable to change 

dramatically. Although the Maha Ja family constitutes an administrative power in Homöng, the 

Burmese government’s presence is exemplified by the establishment of military bases operating 

with cooperation from the Maha Ja family. The political structure on Myanmar’s side illustrates a 

contrast with the argument proposed by Thomas Blom Hansen and Finn Stepputat (2005), 

whereby the power of the state is strongly connected with sovereignty. The Burmese state 

appears to have failed in its attempt to exert control over the Maha Ja family’s territories within 

its own national boundaries. The Thai state’s construction of sovereignty within its national 

territories aligns with Hansen and Stepputat’ suggestion (2005, p. 3), but its control is 

constructed as “internally fragmented, unevenly distributed, and unpredictable configurations of 

political authority”. The political landscape, therefore, does not, on the whole, present a static 

view when we look at maps through the lens of nation-state. We tend to see only Myanmar and 

Thailand (Fig. 1.2). To create a map with the actual political territories in this research (Fig. 1.3), 

we need to present four distinct polities, namely the Burmese state, the Thai state, the Maha Ja 

family and the SSA-S, which are de facto acknowledged by people.  

These four polities maintain political boundaries by creating rules, both formal and 

informal, to control their resources and people within their territories. I describe this as ‘regime 

of control’ from the period that a regime of control is illustrated as power configuration in order 

to strengthen its powers by forces of political and economic incentives. This dissertation focuses 

on the period from the 1970s to the present and show how the regime of control transformed in 

three phases, as illustrated in Fig. 1.4.  
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Figure 1.4: Three successive regimes of border control. 

 
 

Firstly, I use ‘frontier regime’ to describe the period from the 1970s to the mid-1990s in 

Burma characterized by political turmoil ensuing from the conflict between different ethnic 

armed groups and the Burma Army, as well as infighting among the ethnic rebel groups 

themselves. The Burmese government exercised tight control over its own subjects but could not 

prevent people from fleeing conflict. Along the frontiers, ethnic armed groups assembled to 

constitute political boundaries that could alternate and change hands from one group to another. 

Such fighting also had repercussions on the Thai side of the border, where opaque demarcation 

influenced events. Therefore, the frontier was porous and allowed the influx of people and 

commodities to cross the political boundaries and national borders without hindrance.  

The second regime I distinguish is the ‘border regime’ that began around the time of the 

Thai state’s establishment of the national border checkpoint in 1996. I take the definition of 

‘border regime’ from Eiki Berg and Piert Ehin (2006)—the border is more open, but continues 

to control people’s behavior. Resonating with Shahram Khosravi’s suggestion (2007), the border 

regime creates ethical and aesthetic norms, and those violating them and can be charged with 

criminality and related legal sanctions. The period from 1996 onwards was characterized by the 

transition from frontier to border regime on the Thai side, since the Thai state started to 

implement tighter control over cross-border flows. The bureaucratic system became visibly 

concrete by the setting up of check posts, by the categorization of border crossers and the 

imposition of regulations based on ‘formalities’ (red tape) and documentation. Although border 

control on the Thai side was applied more systematically, control on the Shan State side 
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remained under the frontier regime, a state of affairs which resulted in political boundaries 

created by the border elites, locally perceived to have a higher status than nation-state 

boundaries.  

Third is the ‘mobility regime,’ which in the context of this dissertation defines the period 

when the Thai state largely assumed control of the border. I adopted the framework of ‘mobility 

regime’ from Mimi Sheller and John Urry’s (2006) “mobilities paradigm.” This new approach is 

also understood as the “mobility turn” (Faist, 2013b) or the “regime of mobility” (Glick Schiller 

& Salazar, 2013). One aspect of this analytical scope is that an entity (a mobile individual or an 

object) is investigated within a “constellation of mobility” (Cresswell, 2010). The core aspect is 

investigating which factors, and under what conditions, mobility occurs, while asking “When and 

how does it [mobility of a person or an object] stop?” (Cresswell, 2010, p. 26). Nina Glick 

Schiller and Noel Salazar (2013) argue that the regime of mobility illustrates the power of the 

state intruding on individuals, their identities, and belongings, under the state’s surveillance of 

regulations, leading to a dynamic emergence of successfully mobile individuals and involuntarily 

immobile individuals. Another core aspect of control under the mobility regime is that a ‘body,’ 

or a body as a “corporeal tool”, is able to move objects across the border (Holzlehner, 2008). 

Instances of ‘armpit smuggling’ or ‘ant trading’ are examples of activities that allow people and 

objects to integrate by means of an individual moving across the border (Abraham & van 

Schendel, 2005, p. 4). The body can also be a sphere in which a person consumes something 

which stays with them (Kloppenburg, 2013). The mobility regime includes the study of human 

identities such as their origins, race and social status—traits that can delay or interrupt human 

mobility (Jeganathan, 2004; Khosravi, 2007). 

The exact time at which the Thai state began regulating cross-border flows under this 

regime is difficult to pinpoint. However, it is possible to identify it through state orders and state 

officers’ performance within the framework of surveillance regulations (Glick Schiller & Salazar, 

2013) aligned with the modern nation-state’s ideologies. In other words, in this phase, border 

control is characterized by the combination of border and mobility regimes that I have described 

earlier. I adopted these three regimes of control—‘frontier regime’, ‘border regime,’ and ‘mobility 

regime’—to investigate complex shifts of state formation and how non-state actors, including 

border communities, seek strategies for dealing with such regimes of control in different periods.  
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State transformation  
 

Another aim of this dissertation is to elucidate the nuances of state transformation. It 

especially looks at the intersection of state territorialization and cross-border mobility, resulting 

in the state being challenged in its efforts to maintain tight control over, and security of, the 

border. This validates the notion that states do not constantly constitute their power through 

nation-state boundary making and do not always strive to maintain their sovereignty through 

control over their population, and that state territory and sovereignty are significantly challenged 

by transnational flows where individuals and objects move rapidly and visibly in the globalized 

world (Appadurai, 1996; Vertovec, 1999; Sharma & Gupta, 2006). In this dissertation, the 

presence of states and political powers illustrates fluidity, elusiveness, and arbitrariness. As Das 

and Poole argue, the state at the margin represents “sites of disorder” (2004, p. 6), where nation-

states are transformed by people’s responses and movements on the ground. 

From Myanmar’s colonial period to the present day, political entities situated in this 

borderland have consolidated their powers into diverse forms. In pre-colonial times, states were 

characterized by a ‘galactic polity’—hierarchical politics of stronger states maintaining their 

powers through tributary treatment (Tambiah, 1976; Winichakul, 1994, pp. 82–83). Under British 

colonial rule, local chiefdom like princely heirs—saopha [Shan: prince; sawbwa in Burmese], for 

instance—in Shan States were representatives of each state at a local level. After the Burmese 

government’s failure in the 1960s to grant autonomy to different ethnic groups, local rulers 

reassembled as warlords, reflecting the state’s weakness (Reno, 1998) or lack of legitimate 

governance (Meagher, 2012), resulting in informal institutions characterized by heterogeneous 

forms of statehood (Renders & Terlinden, 2010; Meagher, 2012).4 During the ethnic civil war in 

Burma in the 1970s to early-1990s, the leaders of armed groups who had opposed the Burmese 

government agreed on ceasefires with, and were then granted autonomy by, the Burmese 

regime.5 Besides the state actors, there are state-like actors, such as border elites, who are 

economically powerful in business and politically influential in state administration (Eilenberg, 

2012; 2016).  

Aside from studying the state as always in flux, I investigate state authorities on the 

ground—conveyers of modern nation-state ideology (Marston, 2014). Multiple actors, with 

shifting political identities and situational practices, are commonplace in borderlands elsewhere 

                                                           
4 Example of such institutions are encountered in African countries featuring clan leaders, powerful 
businessmen, traditional authorities, and militia forces (Renders & Terlinden, 2010; Meagher, 2012). 

5 For instance, Kokang Special Region (Kyu, 2016) and Möng La special economic zone (Than, 2016). 
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(Walker, 1999; Dean, 2005; van Schendel, 2005b; Giersch, 2006; McConnell, 2011; Sur, 2012; 

Harris, 2013; Eilenberg, 2016). Hastings Donnan and Thomas Wilson (1999b), define the 

borderland as “sites and symbols of power” between communities and nation-states. This leads 

to the creation of social networks wherein border communities on both sides are encouraged to 

negotiate with state power (Baud & van Schendel, 1997).  

 
Nam Phueng border checkpoint 
 

The existence of the state is expressed through the “language of state” (Das & Poole 

2004, p. 5) especially through state officials’ performance (Marston, 2014), state regulations and 

informal rules created by border communities. In this borderland, one key element that 

emphasizes border control by multiple actors is a national border checkpoint. National border 

checkpoints elsewhere are seen as a state apparatus symbolizing the government functioning to 

facilitate or impede the passage of people and goods, and to categorize and screen cross-border 

flows. In contrast, I posit that the national checkpoint located in this research site consolidates 

the state’s sovereignty because it allows social actors to manipulate and claim benefits and 

provides them opportunities to turn illegal activities into licit transactions to suit their objectives.  

The national border crossing on the Thai side, where I collected most of my data, is 

officially named Chut Phonpron Phuea Kankha Chaidaen Thai-Phama Chongthang ‘Nam Phueng’ 

[translated as ‘Crossing Point Allowing Trade between Thailand and Burma Nam Phueng,’ 

hereafter Nam Phueng channel, checkpoint, or pass]. I learned about this border checkpoint 

from Shan migrants living in Chiang Mai, northwest Thailand. Several of these migrants 

mentioned this checkpoint when recalling their first crossing into Thailand from their home 

towns in Shan State. It is located on a remote 920-meter-high mountain called Tong Mok, and is 

one of Mae Hong Son’s five official border passes between Thailand and Myanmar. Besides 

Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai, Mae Hong Son is one of several critical provinces offering 

numerous gateways for Shan nationals to enter Thailand.6 I use the term ‘gateway’ to cover a 

number of channels where people manage to move across two countries—Myanmar and 

Thailand, in this case—which include official border checkpoints and border passes aiming to 

promote cross-border trade,7 as well as numerous walking trails in the jungle areas along the 

                                                           
6 Mae Hong Son Province’s border with Myanmar is 483 km long, of which 326 km are a land-border 
demarcation and 157 km are a river-border demarcation which runs 127 km along the Salween River and 
30 km along the Moei River. Its total area is nearly 13 million square meters, of which 90.5 percent is 
mountain ranges and forests (Social Research Institute, Chiang Mai University: 
http://www.sri.cmu.ac.th/~transportation/province.php?id=5). 

7 The Thai government categorizes border-crossing channels into three types:  
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borders. The Nam Phueng checkpoint was established on July 2, 1996 by the Mae Hong Son 

provincial government8 following Khun Sa’s surrender to the Burma Army in January of the 

same year. During the ethnic civil war in Shan State, border control of traders and migrants 

crossing into Thailand consisted of informal arrangements between state and non-state agencies 

and with local communities, by employing economic and social incentives to loosen border 

control and security, especially informal taxation. On the Thai side, both military officers and 

civilian authorities guarded and patrolled the border while also depending on ‘informal payments’ 

to allow safe passage into Thailand for Shan traders and migrants. 

After the Nam Phueng checkpoint was officially opened, the Thai government began 

regulating cross-border trade through the ‘Border Command Center,’ or Soon Sangkan Chaidaen,9 

which was formally commanded by the military forces, despite its committees being chaired by 

the provincial governor. The checkpoint is opened daily for trade between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m.10 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
1. Permanent border checkpoints: This type of checkpoint is established for the traffic of people 

and goods between two countries, including those from third countries. The opening of this type of 
checkpoint must be approved by the Ministry of Interior on the government’s behalf.  

2. Temporary border checkpoint: This type of checkpoint is opened occasionally according to the 
authority of the Ministry of the Interior and in coordination with other concerned authorities. This type 
of checkpoint is not for commercial purposes. It is opened when there are no other types of checkpoints 
or proper checkpoints in designated areas.  
 3. Jut Phonpron Phuea Kankha Chaidaen, or Border Pass for Trading. The Nam Phueng checkpoint 
falls under this category. This type of checkpoint is intended to promote small-scale, cross-border trade 
conducted by locals living close to the border. It can be opened in places close to potential tourist 
destinations. The Ministry of the Interior is fully authorized to decide on the status of this checkpoint 
(whether opened or closed). In practice, the provincial governor has full control over the relevant 
regulations, such as opening times and the type of commodities allowed through the barrier. See more 
details on the Foreign Affairs Division Office of the Permanent Secretary for the Interior Ministry’s 
webpage: http://fad.moi.go.th/group3/g3_aca1.htm). 

8 Mae Hong Son Provincial Order entitled “The opening of the permitted Thai–Myanmar border trading 
point at Huay Phueng Village 4, Huai Pha Sub-district, Mueang Mae Hong Son District, Mae Hong Son 
Province”, dated July 1, 1996. [Kanpoet chutphonpron phuea kankha chaidaen Thai Phama chongthang Ban Nam 
Phueng mu 4 tambon Huai Pha amphoe Mueang Mae Hong Son Changwat Mae Hong Son]. 

9 In the Thai provinces bordering Cambodia, Laos, Malaysia and Myanmar, the Thai government sets up 
special committees named Soon Sang Khan Chai Dan, or Border Command Center. These committees are 
supervised by the Defense Commander, who controls national security-related policies in line with the 
National Security Council. The special committees in each border province handle border issues based on 
provincial orders and announcements, including urgent and confidential messages. The committees are 
composed of representatives from border-related authorities, such as immigration control, customs office, 
military, police and provincial administrative agencies. In the event of issues related to border affairs, the 
committees call a meeting and make a decision based on their concurrence. I gained this data from 
interviewing the deputy governor of Mae Hong Son Province in January 2013. 

10 This contrasts with the provincial order that the checkpoint should be open from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. (Mae 
Hong Son Provincial Order entitled “Mae Hong Son Province and Thai–Myanmar Border Command 
Center for Mae Hong Son Province, announcement specifying standards and procedures for permitted 

http://fad.moi.go.th/group3/g3_aca1.htm
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From Mae Hong Son town, the journey is approximately one hour by car, driving along highway 

1095 for around 30 km and then connecting to minor road 1285 for a further 15 km. On the 

Shan State side, there is no official border checkpoint for immigration control or customs. Upon 

entering the official territory of Myanmar, people encounter a checkpoint set up by the Maha Ja 

family in a border village called ‘Monna’ (a pseudonym). This represents the frontier regime on 

the Shan State side, where border control is disorderly without any state agencies to operate 

border affairs. On the Thai side, control is exercised by the border regime, which governs state 

agencies initially dispatched to formally act for the bureaucratic state.  

 
Bureaucracy and state apparatus 
 

State officials form a core characteristic of the modern nation-state, as they convey 

policies and are intended to enforce regulations and laws. Besides policies and human resources 

that represent the bureaucratic system, physical elements like state buildings, screening systems 

and documentation allow state authorities to perform their mission as “state activities to perform 

mundaneness” (Sharma & Gupta, 2006, p. 9). As Akhil Gupta argues (2012, pp. 141–190), the 

most important daily routine of state officials is documentation wherein writing is the most 

crucial tool for knowledge construction. Under the frontier regime, state authorities on the Thai 

side controlled cross-border flows without paperwork, creating an opportunity for benefits to be 

claimed without documentary evidence. Under the border regime, they fail to adapt the ideal of a 

bureaucratic state, as paperwork and the act of filling forms are challenged by reciprocity and 

‘informal payments’ that have bound them closely with border communities from the time of the 

frontier regime. State authorities at the Nam Phueng checkpoint were known to claim benefits 

for performing routinized controls on cross-border flows, not dissimilar from the frontier regime 

where the bureaucratic system was not officially fully functioning. Furthermore, local authorities 

were prone to a discretionary interpretation of the central state’s policies in order to suit 

immediate and unpredictable circumstances they faced. They were also known to manipulate 

central regulations and to be inconsistent in the application of regulations (Das & Poole, 2004, 

pp. 3–6; Sharma & Gupta 2006, p. 15; Gupta, 2012, p. 165). This state of affairs supports 

Christian Lund’s  suggestion that the “state is always in the making” (2016, pp. 1199, 2000). An 

instance occurring in this borderland proves this similarity. ‘Illegal but licit’ flows of Shan 

migrant labor took place through the interwoven linkages of cross-border trade networks based 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
border trading points in Mae Hong Son Province], dated January 2, 2003”, and the amended versions of 
July 14, 2005, February,10 2006 and April 27, 2011). See the transliteration of the orders from the Thai 
language in the reference section. 
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on kinship and village fellowships that dominated local politics. The local Thai authorities’ 

functioning at the border expressed their subordinate role to the local communities, as expressed 

by a civilian officer based at the border village:  

 
We have to take the masses’ [border community] side. They have lived here longer than 
us. We have to let them [undocumented Shan migrants] enter Thailand and live here. 
How can we stop them from visiting their relatives? If I don’t compromise with them, I 
would face difficulties working here.11  

 
 
State officers at the physical border zones can unintentionally create confusion and 

disorder by failing to perform in accordance with the modern state’s ideology. From my 

observation, the Burmese state was not entirely successful in managing the mobility of people 

and goods, since there were no official or structured Burmese state agencies levying official taxes 

on traders, only low-ranking police officers and phytusit [Burmese: village protection personnel], 

which Callahan (2007) terms “state-like authorities”. The function of these state-like authorities 

resonates with Lund’s “twilight institution” (2006a; 2006b)—an institution that is not state 

authority de jure but can nevertheless exercise de facto public authority. Yet, in diverse contexts, 

this kind of institution does not provide a clear separation between state and non-state. Phytusit 

set rules and exercise power over Burmese subjects as de facto authorities. They also accrue 

benefits in the guise of informal taxation, which lines their pockets rather than being shared as 

state revenue among local or central government offices. This situation represents what 

Aradhana Sharma and Akhil Gupta (2006, p. 10) argue constitutes a state which is not 

consistently rigid or static, which differs from what we believe the state should be towards 

modern state ideologies.  

 
 
Cross-border flows  
 

This dissertation illustrates the interactive relationship between people and commodities 

crossing the national border that results from the intersection of cross-border flows and control 

by state. One border control technique is the categorization of border-crossers’ statuses and type 

and volume of commodities. In several borderland studies it is noted that one dimension that 

warrants comprehensive investigation is the border crossers’ shifting status from migrant to 

merchant (Hill, 1998; Berlie, 2000; Chang, 2009; 2013; 2014a). Also, in several border areas that 

promote tourism as a key economic activity, a border crosser’s status is determined by a certain 

                                                           
11 Conversation with a Thai border official on December 5, 2012. 
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type and volume of goods (Konstantinov, 1996; Hann & Bellér-Hann, 1998; Donnan & Wilson, 

1999a, pp. 117–127; Holzlehner, 2008; Chang, 2013; Harris, 2013). Besides, several studies on 

migration after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the breakup of the Soviet Union (Konstantinov, 

1996; Wallace, 1999; 2002; Alexseev, 2001; Williams & Baláž, 2005; Morokvasic, 2006; Sik, 2012), 

as well as studies on migration in some African countries (Miles, 2005; Andersson, 2006; 

Walther, 2011), show that historic events can create new and free migration patterns and 

networks, including opportunities for cross-border traders in the wake of newly-created national 

borders. Echoing these studies, Shan migrants impacted by the civil war in the 1970s to 1990s 

started their journeys from their hometowns intent on seizing new economic opportunities in 

border outposts. Commodity flows overlapped with Shan traders’ trajectories within the 

connected frontier and border regimes, allowing them to alternate between trader and migrant 

status over the decades. While previous studies mainly focused on human mobility and border 

crossers’ fluctuating status, as described earlier, my investigation on cross-border flows in this 

dissertation engenders a careful investigation of the interactive relationships between people and 

commodities in order to fill a void of cross-border studies.  

Interactive relationships of human mobility and commodity flows are illustrated through 

strategies whereby traders and migrants use commodities to facilitate their journeys. For 

example, cross-border traders journeying through political boundaries and nation-state borders, 

are likely to be confronted by arbitrary rules and inconsistent state regulations imposed by 

political powers. Such encounters result in cross-border practices that provide room for 

interpretations of legality, illegality, licitness and illicitness (Abraham & van Schendel, 2005). 

While navigating integrates political powers with economic purposes (Baud & van Schendel, 

1997, p. 230), people attempt to maximize profits by tactfully dealing with state regulations 

observing a fluctuating barometer to calibrate towards their trading behavior and commodities. 

For instance, in small-scale trade, the smuggling of commodities across borders is considered 

ubiquitous, allowing patterns of small-scale trade and smuggling to overlap (Tagliacozzo, 2005; 

Wadley & Eilenberg, 2005; Bruns & Miggelbrink, 2012). Both traders and smugglers have 

presuppositions regarding the boundary marking what is illegal but licit under state laws. As 

commodities potentially support and restrict the mobility of Shan traders and migrants, their 

social statuses shift in response to their dynamic migratory trajectories. 

Commodities traded or carried by the Shan on their travels, implicitly and explicitly 

explain why some items can make a crossing trouble-free, while others impede it. Moreover, why 

are some commodities traded liberally at particular times but not at others? Under different 

regimes, how does the treatment of traders and migrants vary? In this dissertation I demonstrate 
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that their mobility forms shift interactively with certain commodities. Both traders and migrants 

use commodities as means of facilitating passage across political boundaries and national 

borders.  

Commodity exchange and gifting are significant practices in small-scale cross-border 

trade.12 Shan traders and migrants engaged in commodity exchange must navigate political 

boundaries and content with state regulations when crossing national borders. What they gift 

reflects how the value of commodities differs and how the social life of commodities is created 

(Appadurai, 1986), and it also reveals how the interaction between givers and recipients creates 

an obligation on both sides (Mauss, 1967). The exchange of commodities resting on the 

relationship between the givers and recipients diverts the value of the goods in different contexts 

(Howes, 1996; Long & Villarreal, 1998; French, 1999; Stone, Haugerud & Little, 2000; Jackson, 

2002).13 Several studies examine how the meaning of commodities changes across different 

temporalities and terrains—both physical and social spaces such as gender, ethnicity, and 

religious space (Legêne, 1988; Spyer, 1998; Hoskins, 1998; Walsh, 2004).14 Shan migrants and 

traders crossing political boundaries and national borders provide an unusually complex case of 

the connections between human mobility, commodity flows and gifting.  

 
 
Mobility and migration studies  
 

The movement of people and commodities across transnational borders reflects the 

relationship between the border and border zones (Baud & van Schendel, 1997, pp. 221–222; 

van Schendel, 2002, pp. 660–661; Horstmann & Wadley, 2006, p. 7). Baud and van Schendel 

(1997) use the terms “border heartland” and the “intermediate borderland,” elaborating that the 

                                                           
12 The broad meanings of commodities are intertwined with objects, products and goods, although their 
meanings and uses slightly differ in changing contexts (Appadurai, 1986, p. 6; Douglas & Isherwood, 
1979, p. 3). Being aware of such distinctions, I use commodities and goods interchangeably in this 
research. 

13 Long and Villarreal (1998) study the value of maize husk and its different meanings in Mexico and 
America, while French (1999) studies value changes at Angkor Wat across different time periods. Howes 
(1996), Stone, Haugerud & Little, (2000), and Jackson (2002) evaluate meanings inherent in commodities 
and changes in the values and meanings of consumption, as they have diversified through the influence of 
globalization. 

14 For instance: sacred objects used in private and public spheres in Hoskins (1998), sapphires in the 
bazaar by Walsh (2004). Additionally, in Spyer’s edited volume (1998), several objects themselves 
segregate one object from the other, or are miscategorised when crossing an “unstable space” in different 
contexts. For instance, in Legêne’s article (1988), a brush-looking material is used in dancing rituals of 
animist Maroons who were slaves in Suriname and then became a ‘brush’ or ‘broom’ when taken to 
Holland and placed in a museum. 
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heartland is where social networks are influenced directly and the intermediate borderland is less 

directly influenced by the border. David Ludden (2003) argues that elites at the center attempt to 

control people’s mobility and territory that subsequently affect spheres out of central power. 

Conversely, Horstmann and Wadley (2006) suggest that the intensification of fluid mobility—

wherein people from the borderland move to the central geographic settings of the host 

country—demonstrates the expansion of power at peripheries spreading to the center. The case 

of displaced Shan persons expelled from Burma’s interior to the borders, echoes an effect of the 

border heartland to the intermediate borderland. Shan nationals were pressured domestically by 

political turmoil and economic hardship, and were supported by transnational networks across 

the border to continue crossing international borders. Labor migrants, in particular, tend to 

move farther from the borderland and headed towards the center of the host country in search 

of better opportunities. 

As Nicholas van Hear (2010) points out, in migration studies, mechanisms that sustain or 

weaken the migration process are rarely studied. Resonating with Thomas Faist (2013a)’s 

argument, most scholars of migration studies  focus on the concept of transnationalism leading 

to changes and the redrawing of boundaries, rather than uncovering the under-studied 

mechanisms employed to change social spaces in boundaries, including different forms of 

exchanges and relationships created by social actors. In this research context, the Shan are both 

short-term and long-term migrants: migrant-traders traversing daily or occasionally across two 

countries, and labor migrants living in Thailand nationwide, respectively. These two groups have 

shifted their status between migrant-trader and labor migrant, while crossing the political 

boundaries and nation-state borders over time. Aiming to fill the gap in migration studies 

identified by van Hear (2010) and Faist (2013a), I investigate the successful navigation across 

national borders by the Shan, and its impact on border making. 

Yet, another migration scholar, Stephen Castles (2010), suggests that scholars in this field 

have not determined what makes certain people mobile while others are not. He encourages 

scholars to examine the phenomenon by investigating individual abilities to move and migrate 

(Sheller & Urry, 2006; Cresswell, 2010; Faist, 2013b; Glick Schiller & Salazar, 2013). Shan 

individuals’ cross-border mobility through the Nam Phueng checkpoint occurs under the 

“politics of mobility forms” (Cresswell, 2010), which reflects the interaction between border 

control in different regimes by state and non-state actors, and migrants’ responses to such 

controls with varying strategies.  

Shan mobility through the Nam Phueng checkpoint shows similar networks and routes 

used in other larger Thai border towns connecting with Myanmar. Human migration occurring 
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through these border checkpoints suggests that professional brokers may be involved, possibly 

supported by more highly developed infrastructure. This migration could be included in the 

definition of a “migration industry” that allows migrant smuggling to thrive (Koser, 2010, p. 188; 

Farrelly, 2012, p. 134; Balčaitė, 2015, chapter 6). Subsequently, Shan cross-border mobility into 

Thailand over the past five decades can be described as highly mobile, fluid, but tactical (see van 

Schendel, 2005, pp. 40–41). The migrants’ networks extend beyond the immediate border 

terrains, and into the broader national boundaries. After arriving at the border towns, these 

migrants often plan to move deeper into Thailand, particularly to Bangkok (Farrelly, 2012; Lee, 

2011; Rangkla, 2012; Balčaitė, 2015; Rungmanee, 2015).15 Soe Lin Aung (2014) argues that 

Burmese migrants create a “migrant space” to avoid state scrutiny. Migration by Shan nationals 

does not appear to fit the human trafficking pattern, since migrants are primarily deemed to be 

willing participants through their budgeting for finance and taking risks (Kyle & Koslowski, 

2001; Koser, 2010). Although the Thai government has tried to draft an MOU with the Burmese 

government to legalize irregular migrants (Mon, 2010), it has been argued that this initiative was 

largely intended to solve issues in the Thai economic sector, particularly the provision of cheap 

labor, rather than to secure migrants’ protection and social welfare. 

The mobility patterns of Shan migrants and migrants from other parts of Myanmar to 

Thailand are generally similar. Their migration trajectories can be traced through several channels 

and networks, while their status oscillates from refugee to asylum seeker, displaced person and 

economic migrant (Koser, 2010). The Thai state’s policy regarding human trafficking and the 

regulations governing illegal migrants appear to have largely met with failure. The Thai state’s 

policy-driven research carried out to date does not adequately explain the innovative and 

strategic nature of these migration flows. Plainly, the state agencies aim to combat human 

trafficking as a professional criminal organization (van Schendel, 2005a, p. 51; Ford, Lyons & 

van Schendel, 2012). However, the central Thai state appears to lack an appropriate level of 

knowledge regarding people’s mobility patterns, focusing, as it does, on one-way flows, even 

though Shan migrants’ mobility is two-way, circular and repetitive (Vertovec, 2007b).  

These highly mobile migrant flows highlight the transnational networks that have 

developed, comparable to contemporary migration patterns elsewhere (Portes & DeWind, 2007; 

                                                           
15 Lee (2011) studies migratory trajectories of Burmese migrant workers and refugees in Mae Sot, Tak 
province. Rangkla’s dissertation (2012) concerns the Buddhist Karen settling outside refugee camps in 
Mae Sot town, many of whom recounted their journeys and working experience in Bangkok. Balčaitė 
(2015) presents the Phlong Karen’s migration patterns from Hpa-An to Mae Sot and then Bangkok. And 
Rungmanee (2015) describes ethnic Lao villagers migrating from Laos to Thailand’s border provinces, 
and then internally to Bangkok.   
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Vertovec, 2007a). Shan migration patterns gradually emerged as a form of “social 

transformation” (Vertovec, 1999; Castles, 2010) or “social change” (Portes, 2010), and as a 

process of transnational networking. Several previous studies on Shan labor migrants in 

Thailand16 indicate that Shan migrants cross borders using networks as “social capital” or 

“resources” (De Haas, 2010) through long-distance trade. These networks strengthen their 

kinship ties, village fellowship and transnational communities, resulting in even more migration 

from Shan State to Thailand, re-migration, and circular migration.    

 
 
Dynamic fieldwork and methodologies   

  
I started my fieldwork in September 2012 and left the field sites in June 2013, adding two 

more months in 2014 (May and December)— before and after the 2014 military coup in 

Thailand. During the entire period of my fieldwork, I experienced what Paul Rabinow (1977, p. 

38) describes, namely that fieldwork represents a researcher’s dialectical experience of her normal 

life and immediate actions in the field. Studying people and objects in motion along the 

borderland was a compelling daily experience. The more I conducted participant observation, the 

deeper I became involved, and the more I became actively engaged in fieldwork with new things 

emerging almost daily.  

I employed a multi-sited ethnography to suit my dissertation’s multiple fields of 

borderland studies, state transformation, cross-border flows and mobility and migration studies. 

This methodology is widely employed in migration studies investigating transnational flows 

(Marcus, 1995). In practical terms, however, I combined a traditional anthropological method 

with a mobile participant observation method, opting to stay in a border village on the Thai side 

in order to establish rapport with border communities, and traveling with traders and migrants 

across the border between Shan State and Thailand. As Donnan and Wilson (2010, pp. 12–13) 

argue, researching at the border is challenging when collecting data concerning the sensitivities of 

at least two different states, in addition to other factors such as languages, communication, 

transportation, and researcher’s safety. Moreover, the borderland is considered a dangerous site 

on its own account, representing illegality and illicit activities conducted in a “grey” zone 

(Nordstrom, 2004, p. 11).  

The positionality of a researcher is significant in terms of influencing the success or 

failure of a study. My social status and people’s perception of my positionality were not static 

                                                           
16 For example: Wandee (2002); Ferguson (2008); Jirattikorn (2008); Yasuda (2008); Cadchumsang (2011) 
and  Latt (2011).  
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over time, but rather developed from a position of vulnerability to a degree that allowed me to 

collect sufficient data for my academic purposes. In the beginning, my positionality as a Thai 

citizen seemed to impede, rather than enable my success. It was definitely not easy when I tried 

to gain the trust of people, on account of their erroneous perception that I might be an informer 

for the Thai government. Although I introduced myself as a Thai student investigating the 

interrelationship between Shan mobility and commodity flows, many did not clearly understand 

this, and rather thought that I was studying border trade as part of the ASEAN Economic 

Community17due to start in December 2015. After deciding to stay in a border village for a 

longer period, I realized that my mediocre Shan language skills would be of little help in 

conducting field research. Listening to people conversing in Shan had its limitations when they 

engaged in long and extended conversations and my comprehension level could not keep up. So 

I took private Shan lessons, and then studied on my own, occasionally following local Shan radio 

broadcasts, listening to villagers’ conversations and speaking with them in Shan. Although Shan 

migrants in Thailand conversed with me in standard Thai fluently, due to their status as long-

term residents, more intriguing stories emerged during their conversations in Shan with other 

Shan nationals. On numerous occasions, I came across fascinating issues raised in casual 

conversation, as opposed to their reticence when I asked questions in a more traditional 

interview style. Therefore, I depended little on interpretation while researching on the Thai side.  

Besides observing daily practices of border-crossers on the Thai side, I crossed the 

border to Shan villages and towns close to the border several times, each trip lasting one or two 

days. The real difficultly occurred when I intended to go further into Shan State’s interiors, since 

only Burmese nationals can access these areas. Consequently, I decided to conduct the first 

research trip in October 2012 by flying into Yangon and thence traveling by bus to Taunggyi, the 

capital of Shan State.18 After this first experience, I realized that investigating cross-border flows 

in this manner would yield only partial answers to my research questions. No Shan migrant 

would take a plane directly to Bangkok—the typical route was to make an unofficial crossing 

over the border by land and then proceed to other parts of Thailand. Therefore, I followed Shan 

migrants on their trips back home to areas of Shan State that are off-limits to non-Burmese 
                                                           
17 ASEAN Economic Community is an economic agreement scheme initiated in 2013 by the 10 member 
states of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). The main aim of this plan is to promote 
the cooperation of the member countries, especially to facilitate the market-driven economy. 
Furthermore, ASEAN sets a goal to establish a single integrated market which allows more liberal 
movement of businesspeople, skilled labor, and talent (see more details in the AEC blueprint at: 
http://www.asean.org/archive/5187-10.pdf). 

18 More details about my first fieldwork experience in Shan State are described in Lertchavalitsakul 
(2014a). 
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citizens through land border-crossings. My first sojourn in one of these areas was for 16 days 

between late February and mid-March 2013. A Shan woman named Oong Sa acted as my guide 

and interpreter, and as a gateway to communicating with Shan communities. In May 2014, I 

made my second trip, lasting 10 days, to the same places visited a year earlier, in order to confirm 

and cross-check data gained a year earlier. I returned to the Thai border two days before the May 

2014 coup in Thailand, which resulted in the closure of the border. On learning the news, I was 

immensely relieved, realizing that a slight delay in returning to the Thai border could have 

detained me in Shan State for some considerable time, a dire situation aggravated by the fact that 

I had left all my identification documents on the Thai side. 

Doing ethnography on the move, following people and objects, entailed considerable 

efforts. In Shan State areas inaccessible to foreigners, I considered myself a “traveling 

ethnographer” (Brettell, 1986; Wheeler, 1986; Rubiés, 2007). This combines the characteristics of 

an anthropologist with those of a traveler, since both share some similarities. I was stimulated by 

what I saw in my first few experiences traveling inside Shan State. This was where my traveler 

side was dominant, and the ethnographer receded to the background. Since circumstances did 

not allow me to talk openly with people, I improved my senses of “good eyes and ears” to 

observe and listen (van Maanen, 1988, p. 3), and interpret meanings of the “other” culture 

through the background experiences of the fieldworker (Stoller, 1989, pp. 38–39).  

Lastly, I was fortunate enough to meet local officers who provided me some important 

documents crucial to my research. As Mathew Hull suggests (2012, pp. 12–13), documents might 

not be considered “field” as the traditional anthropologist may either overestimate or 

underestimate their importance. Annelise Riles (2006) also suggests that studying documents as 

an exemplar of modern knowledge can present challenges for ethnographers who try to distance 

themselves from informants, to be less conspicuous but also concerned about ethical 

considerations. In this research, I derived considerable benefit from official documents from the 

Mae Hong Son provincial government. They consisted mainly of provincial orders and 

summaries from meetings, stamped “confidential” due to their content concerning border affairs 

but also Thai military’s strategies and intelligence intercepts from the Burma Army. However, as 

time passed, those very documents became obsolete and were placed in stacks, in complete 

disarray, in a corner of a governmental office. Surprisingly, I was granted permission to 

photocopy and photograph all documents. Furthermore, I investigated forms of granting 

permission to enter and exit from Thailand issued by the Thai state to migrants crossing the 

Nam Phueng checkpoint. Documents presented in this dissertation include guidelines of border 

control on vehicles and border crossers posted at the border checkpoint. All in all, studying 
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documents helped me comprehend more effectively how the state attempted to control the 

border and manage cross-border flows. However, state authorities, in practice, interpreted the 

guidelines, policies and regulations situationally and contextually.   

 
 
Dissertation layout 
 

In this introductory chapter, I have provided an overview of how this dissertation is 

conceptually framed. The following chapters are organized into four main study areas, in 

accordance with the contributions that this work aims to make to: borderland studies, state 

transformation, cross-border flows, and mobility and migration studies. Although all chapters are 

intermingled with the above four areas, each individual chapter highlights the importance of the 

four areas to a different degree. Chapter 2, consisting of an historical approach, contributes to an 

area where state transformation intersects with cross-border mobility. Chapters 3 and 4 are best 

read closely together, since they discuss the transformation from and into different forms of 

state and non-state actors in controlling political territories on both sides of the border. Chapter 

5 focuses on the flow of commodities and small-scale trade whereby state authorities’ 

performance is central to the study of state transformation. Complementing each other, chapters 

6 and 7 illustrate the interplay between the mobility of Shan migrant-traders and labor migrants 

and their shifting rank over the past five decades. Below are additional details for each chapter. 

Chapter 2 traces the configurations of state and non-state actors in controlling their 

populations and resources in a time-span of a little over a hundred years divided into three 

different time periods from Myanmar’s perspective: 1) prior to and during British colonial rule; 

2) from post-independence to the ethnic civil wars; 3) after the establishment of a border 

checkpoint on the Thai side in 1996. Particular commodities have played an important role in 

moving people. I argue that different historical regimes of controlling trade flows have greatly 

influenced rules and regulations on cross-border trade today. 

Chapter 3 illustrates political powers creation of  “strategic space” to control cross-

border flows through two main strategies: outwitting and arbitrary rules. I examine four main 

political powers: the Burma Army, the Maha Ja family, the SSA-S, and the Thai state. These four 

powers have strengthened their political boundaries to outwit one another, while controlling 

cross-border flows with arbitrary rules. Although cross-border communities have complied with, 

and responded to, the rules proactively and reactively, they were resourceful enough to outwit 

political powers. This emphasizes Shan migrants’ achievements in dealing with such political 

powers—navigating through political boundaries and national borders, resulting in increased 

human and commodity mobility against structural forces.   
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Chapter 4 elaborates on the characteristics of the mobility regime by showing the Thai 

state’s five main mechanisms of border control aligned with modern nation-state ideology. They 

are: 1) check posts and state officers’ performance; 2) complex procedures and documentation; 

3) categorization of border crossers; 4) statistics collection and 5) regulations on vehicles. Even 

though the Thai state aimed to operate an effective bureaucratic system, in several circumstances 

it barely resisted the legacy of the frontier regime under which illegal but licit cross-border 

movements were practiced against lawfully-imposed regulations. Therefore, the state did not 

achieve these goals, since it created loopholes for border communities to manipulate the 

management of borders. 

Chapter 5 presents merchants on both sides of the border, trading and moving particular 

commodities across national borders, rendered more complex by Thai state regulations. I argue 

that everyday cross-border transactions coexist with the interaction between the implementation 

and performance of state authority and traders’ proactive and reactive responses. This has 

created a ‘regulatory space.’ As a result, forms of exchange blurred the line between gifting and 

bribery, which could possibly morph into a negotiable space where illegal actions were accepted 

as ‘licit.’  

Chapter 6 provides evidence on Shan mobility in relation to commodity flows within the 

three successive regimes of border control: frontier, border and mobility. It illustrates how Shan 

traders and labor migrants deal with political forces and are then enabled to move across the 

political boundaries and national borders until they migrate to Thailand. Under the frontier 

regime, human mobility and commodity flows were mutually bolstered across the chaotic 

frontiers. Under the border regime, traders and labor migrants benefited from more convenient 

transport by means of trucks, which increased their mobility and speed. Despite being subjected 

to regulations screening border crossers and delaying goods transfers, traders managed to steer 

regulations to suit their aims. Lastly, the mobility regime affected individual mobility adversely by 

restricting the commodities  that border crossers were allowed to carry.  

Chapter 7 explains how cross-border human passage was halted or managed as a result 

of the interactions and negotiations between cross-border traders and labor migrants, and 

between intermediaries and political elites. I argue that Shan migration was two-way and 

repetitive on a regular basis. This counters an assumption that migrants faced the Thai state’s 

border control and that this made it difficult for them to make their journey back home. In fact, 

many Shan migrants cross the border more than once, shifting their forms of mobility to suit 

their required migration patterns and livelihoods. On numerous occasions, many take the same 

routes and at other times change their routes but use similar networks. They manage to shift 
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their migration patterns from short-term to longer-term. Some shift their forms of migration 

several times in a long period, from long-term migrants to home returnees and back to long-term 

migrants.  

In the conclusion, the dissertation’s main arguments and suggestions for further research 

in the areas of borderland studies, state transformation, cross-border flows, and mobility and 

migration studies are highlighted. This research challenges scholars in social sciences to unfold 

the complex relationship and interplay of state transformation and the cross-border networks of 

border communities. I argue that the Myanmar-Thailand borderland illustrates the significance of 

state transformation that has impacted cross-border mobility in many places over time. 





Chapter 2 
 

State Configurations and Resource Control: 

An Historical Perspective 

 
 
 

The control of populations, resources, and the trade of commodities by state and non-

state actors illustrate how different configurations of political powers over time have shaped 

human mobility and trade patterns, including the jurisdiction of international borders in modern 

times. The frontiers of Shan State have accommodated states, local elites, and powerful figures 

who have vied for power with varying strategies under different regimes of spatial control, while 

local populations have sought methods with which to contest such dominance. This chapter 

looks at the management and control of resources in Burma by various political powers, 

especially along the peripheries between southern Shan State and northwest Thailand within 

three different time periods: 1) Prior to and during the British colonization of Burma (1824–

1948); 2) Post-independence Burma to the period of heightened ethnic civil wars; and 3) 

Following the establishment of an official checkpoint on the Thai side of the border in 1996. I 

argue that the political powers’ claiming of resources and persistent exertion of control over 

trades of particular commodities were ongoing in Burma’s frontiers from the country’s pre-

colonial period to the colonial era in the mid-19thcentury. People living fixed in place succeeded 

in turning into mobile long-distance traders, which supported the mobility and exchange of 

commodities afterward.  

In Burma’s post-independence period since 1948, and at the same time as the creation of 

the modern nation-state, the frontier around Shan State devolved into disorder and turmoil due 

to a proliferation of ethnic insurgencies, often led by frontier regimes based in areas where 

absolute control by dominant states or actors had never existed. Humans and commodities 

became increasingly mobile due to the heightened demand for supplies in the conflicted 

frontiers. Spatial control under the border regime came to being in 1996 following the 

establishment of a border checkpoint with enforcement of modern regulations on the Thai side. 

To reiterate, different regimes of structural control on resources within a more than century-long 

period have influenced rules and regulations implemented on cross-border trade in the present 

era. This has palpably encouraged communities in the borderlands to avoid or subvert such 

control to suit their aims. As Ludden argues (2003, p. 1063), the intersection of spatial control 

over resources and people’s mobility results in various possible consequences, for example, 

conflict over interests, expansion of commercial activities, and commodity production.  
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In the political economy of Burma and Thailand’s frontiers, particular commodities have 

played a critical role, whereas others have lost their significant values and social statuses. They 

have changed their meanings over time, due to state and non-state actor’s involvements and 

interventions (Turner, 2010; 2013; Ma, 2014). By studying the mobility of humans through 

different state configurations for controlling resources and trades of commodities, I consider 

commodities as actors that create social lives (Appadurai, 1986). Such an analytical lens reveals 

that different types of commodities unequally come to engender meanings, values, and social 

statuses that have subsequently encouraged state and non-state actors’ attempts to control such 

commodities and subjects within their political spatiality. The state’s strategies have also 

influenced the actions of remaining subjects within its political territories who must also protect 

their resources, leading to the state’s proactive and reactive responses affected by human 

mobility and transaction of commodities (Ludden, 2003, pp. 1062–1063). This chapter therefore 

traces how particular commodities’ status and their social meanings have changed and 

transformed over time. From the traditional kingdom period to the colonial era, the trade of 

certain commodities changed from being free of regulations to being monopolized by the state. 

The same commodities become more significant according to the political powers’ changing 

economic and political interests. Consequently, their transformed social statuses and meanings 

have accordingly shaped human mobility and trade flows. 

 
 
Prior to and during the British colonization of Burma 
 

Prior to the period of complete British colonization in Burma in 1884, the rulers of 

traditional kingdoms exercised their power through the control of populations and resources. 

Along the frontiers, the states did not constitute their power through boundary-making. This 

resonates with the frontiers of the Sino-Vietnamese borders (Turner, 2010) and the Sino-

Burmese borders (Ma, 2014). Significant commodities during this period were tributes exchanged 

between rulers within the political geopolitics of ‘mandala’—a traditional kingdom system in 

lowland Southeast Asia characterized by administrative segments of hierarchical polities 

(Tambiah, 1976). Tribute-gifting was the core element, allowing the stronger entities to maintain 

their power through the weaker ones’ gifting of tributes, essentially asking for protection and 

other benefits in return (Winichakul, 1994, pp. 82–83). Tributes included such items as objects 

made of gold, cups, candles, bales of silk, animals, and embroidered pillows. Individuals became 

part of the mobile convoy of commodities (Crosthwaite, 1912, p. 213) within the areas that were 

frontiers where ‘peoples’ migrated from different places and had no sense of indigenousness or 

ties to any kingdoms (Leach, 1960). Yet these people found opportunities to express their 
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dissidence against increasing state power through tactics of avoidance, which included increasing 

the size of their own populations, creating new technologies, spatially expanding commerce, and 

practicing commercial agriculture (Adas, 1981). Meanwhile, highlanders of different groups 

avoided being dominated by lowlanders, particularly by fleeing to the dominant power’s 

peripheries (Scott, 2009). Another method to subvert the control of the highlanders was to 

temporarily shift their livelihood strategies from being focused on agricultural cultivation to long-

distance trading (Adas, 1981), especially among the Karen and the Yunnanese Chinese 

(Tagliacozzo, 2004, p. 373). Long-distance trade offered an opportunity for vagabond subjects to 

be more mobile by traveling far distances from their localities. Echoing Ludden’s argument 

(2003, pp. 1062–1063), the intersection of state territorialization and mobility in Asia’s long 

history shows that states aiming to control resources led to the creation of strategies to manage 

and divide physical terrains. Many people on the ground became mobile as a method allowing 

them to be unrestrained by terrain, while those who remained within the spatial territory sought 

other ways to protect their resources for survival. 

During the pre-colonial period, people’s mobility was highly visible as they traveled far 

from their origins in the frontiers. The ox-cart caravan trade was one method for the Shan to be 

mobile and eventually settle in the frontiers of Siam (as Thailand was known at that time) and 

other main townships situated along key trading routes (Sao Saimong Mangrai, 1965, p. 8; 

Chuchart, 1989; Sethakul, 1989, pp. 58–66; Pawakapan, 1995). The Shan did not participate year-

round in the ox-cart trade, but rather seasonally after the rice harvest season was completed, 

following the example of the Yunnanese Chinese who were the pioneers of this trade (Vatikiotis, 

1984, pp. 91–92; Hill, 1998; Berlie, 2000; Forbes & Henley 1997b; Ongsakul, 2005, pp. 234–235). 

This was also an opportunity for them to interact with other groups, including those living in 

upland areas (Toyota, 2000, p. 206), and exchange their products with inhabitants of other 

localities (Wilson & Hanks, 1985, p. 59). Although the leaders of traditional kingdoms attempted 

to control their populations, people managed to devise means to avoid being fixed in one place. 

They traveled afar to other kingdoms without strict regulations, and also transformed the 

frontiers to marketplaces for goods non-native to their localities, at the same time forging 

relationships with other groups.  

 
Commodities as political elites’ source of income 
 

The linkage of the state’s control of resources with commodities’ social values and 

statuses implicitly engendered human mobility as a consequence. For instance, the Shan who 

were forcibly moved to Siam as war captives as well as those who moved voluntarily as traders, 



Living with Four Polities 

30 

 

miners, and monks became important sources of labor in northern Thailand when the British 

expanded their teak interests into the Siamese kingdom (Walker, 2014, pp. 561–562). The advent 

of British colonialism in the Shan states in 1886 introduced the concept of ‘precise political 

frontiers,’ and was affiliated with notions of ‘sovereignty’—imagined territorialization manifested 

in concrete forms of boundary demarcation and the mapping of frontiers, including through 

natural features like rivers and seas (Sao Saimong Mangrai, 1965, pp. 92–94; Winichakul, 1994; 

Tagliacozzo, 2005, pp. 37–42; Sai Aung Tun, 2009, pp. 141–149). The relations between central 

powers and frontiers became more intimate, due to the centralized power constituted by the 

British colonizers (Adas, 1981). However, the princely chiefs or saopha, of each Shan state, also 

constituted significant powers, either balancing or contesting the colonizers through the 

management and extraction of resources (Adas, 1981). Certain commodities symbolized the 

rulers’ power through forms of monopolization and policies to claim resulting benefits, as in the 

following examples.  

The British colonial government managed local resources such as teak—a rather lucrative 

commodity among the resource-rich frontiers of the majority-Shan, Karen, Karenni, and Mon 

areas of the country. At the same time, the Shan princes attempted to expand their influence to 

teak-rich zones (Hengsuwan, 2012, pp. 68–95). At local levels, in processing raw timber into 

half-finished products, logging companies and Shan saopha were leading this business. They paid 

income to the British government as tariffs upon having permission granted from the colonizers 

(Scott & Hardiman, 1900, part 1, vol. 1, p. 312; Sargent, 1994, p. 49). During the British colonial 

era, teak as a natural resource constituted and helped maintain the hierarchical relationship 

between the colonizers and the colonized, aligned with the tradition of tribute-gifting.  

In another instance, the British permitted opium to be grown in different areas of the 

Shan states, but regulated it with laissez-faire production and consumption policies to serve global 

markets (Maule, 1992). This lucrative business created considerable income for Shan saopha who 

were able to export opium to other kingdoms, such as Siam, and as tributes to balance the 

powers of the British (McCoy, 1972, p. 71; Maule, 1992; Lintner, 2000, pp. 4–5), and for their 

own consumption (Maule, 1992, p. 14; Lintner, 1999 [1994], p. 62). From the pre-colonial to the 

colonial period, the social status of opium in Burma was transformed from a legal into a 

regulated commodity by the British, who did not implement their policy consistently throughout 

the Federation of Shan States. This regulation was enforced only in cis-Salween states (areas 

primarily situated in northern Shan states), whereas trans-Salween states situated in the south—

areas with the capacity to produce opium to serve domestic demand and Asian countries’ 

markets—were not regulated. Opium subsequently became a smuggled commodity in the illicit 



Busarin Lertchavalitsakul 

31 

 

drug trade, particularly via export to the Siamese borders (McCoy, 1972, pp. 71–72; Maule, 1992; 

Ehlers, 2001 [1894]; Tagliacozzo, 2005, p. 4).  

In the Burma-Thailand borderlands during the pre-colonial period, tributes typically 

consisted of crucial commodities submitted by weak states to stronger ones according to the 

traditional mandala system. Long-distance traders changed from being serfs in a feudal system 

into freelance traders with more liberty to travel. During the British colonial era, the state had the 

prime objective of centralizing the frontiers through the control of resources (see Ma, 2014, with 

a similar claim). Teak and opium remained important commodities for paying tributes to the 

British colonizers by the Shan chieftains, while also being traded locally and globally to generate 

income for elites. In the next period, following Burma’s independence, local political elites 

emerged and became involved in ruling the frontiers and claiming resources, even as the central 

authority attempted to extend its power toward the frontiers.  

 
 
Burma’s post-independence to the period of ethnic civil wars  

 
The period following Burma’s independence from the British Empire in 1948 contains 

explicit illustrations of the use of increasingly concretized boundary-setting as a strategic 

technique of nation-state building. However, the peripheries of Shan State remained under the 

predominant control of frontier regimes due to disagreements that led to armed conflict between 

the central Burmese regime and multiple ethnic rebel groups. In 1962, a coup led by General Ne 

Win took place in central Burma. Soon after, several assemblages representing the country’s 

various ethnic groups began preparing to take up arms against the regime after it reneged on its 

promise to grant autonomy to ethnic populations residing along the frontiers. The Burmese 

regime dispatched its units under the Burma Army to fight against these movements. In southern 

Shan State, key rebel groups included the Kuomintang, Shan, Pa-o, Lahu, and Wa, as well as the 

Communist Party of Burma, while the Burma Army acted as state and constituted its power 

more forcefully than the centralized government (Selth, 2015; Steinberg, 2015b). Prominent 

ethnic elites of this period often became the leaders of armed groups purporting to represent 

their ethnic areas, effectively transforming the frontiers into ‘states within a state.’ They 

constituted autonomy and expressed resistance against the central power (Adas, 1981; 

McConnell, 2011) through the use of guerrilla units and the establishment of informal tax 

systems to finance their endeavors. Humans and commodities began moving due to forced 

militarized migration, as well as the demand of populations in localities seeking supplies from 

traders in Shan State and Thailand.  
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Commodities as strategic tools in guerilla warfare 
 

State-like actors, particularly armed ethnic groups depending on transactions of certain 

commodities to fulfill their purposes, primarily used opium and teak as mediums of exchange 

and sources of funds in their insurgencies against the central Burmese government. Following 

the Kuomintang’s invasion of Shan State in 1950, many of the local areas that had long cultivated 

opium on a small-scale as part of their subsistence economies increased the size of their opium 

plantations to sustain the rebel operations. This circumstance also broadened opportunities for 

Yunnanese opium smugglers to expand the illicit cross-border drug trade (Sai Aung Tun, 2009, 

pp. 305, 312). Following the 1962 coup of General Ne Win, the Burma Army dispatched its 

armies to fight against the ethnic groups, with the Army units becoming involved in the drugs 

trade as well (McCoy, 1999; Grundy-Warr, 2001). This coincided with the rise of the notorious 

drug warlords Lo Hsing Han in the Kokang region of Shan State, and the half-Shan, half-

Chinese Khun Sa. Both eventually came to dominate opium production and the drug trade based 

in Shan State for decades to come. Opium trading became more lucrative, with an economic 

value that could be used by ethnic armed groups to barter for weapons. The increased demand 

and value encouraged even small-scale family farmers to begin cultivating opium alongside their 

staple crops for use in exchanging for other commodities (McCoy, 1972, pp. 90–91; Chao Tzang 

Yawnghwe, 1993, p. 311; Sai Aung Tun, 2009, p. 309; Amporn, 2015, p. 145).  

During the most intense period of fighting between the Burma Army and the ethnic 

groups in the 1970s and 80s, Thailand’s central and local governments came to consider the 

frontiers sensitive, leading to the deployment of multiple militarized and semi-civilian state 

agencies to operate in the frontiers. The Thai government permitted ethnic rebels to create 

buffer zones in proximity to the Thai borders to protect its territories from Communism, which 

was seen as a threat to the country’s democracy and independence in the 1960s and 70s, and 

from attacks from the Burma Army during the 1980s and 90s. Concomitantly with the increasing 

ease of access and ability to extract frontier resources, the border-based logging industry 

increased significantly after logging concessions were banned in Thailand’s own forests. The 

logging trade between Thai businessmen and ethnic insurgency groups expanded tremendously 

due to the ethnic militants’ need for income with which to fund their struggle against the Burma 

Army.  

Because the border-based logging industry was not officially registered or overseen by 

the Thai government, it is impossible for researchers to determine the number of Thai logging 

companies whose executives had business dealings with ethnic insurgents based in southern 
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Shan State.1 According to Yod-Ying-Yuad (n.d., pp. 40–50), the mid-1980s was the initial period 

that the Thai logging companies started their activities in virgin forests along the Burmese border 

in Mae Hong Son province, whereas about 20 middlemen conducted the business on the large 

firms’ behalf by traveling inside Shan State.2 They depended on limited technological tools and 

elephants to carry logs out of the forests. Companies that were granted concessions consequently 

paved roads to access thick jungles with 10-wheeled trucks. They monopolized the use of the 

road for their own business, while traders either required good connections with the logging 

companies or had to clandestinely travel the roads without permission.  

From the late 1980s to the early 1990s, teak in forest zones with close proximity to the 

border became scarce due to heavy exploitation. The aggressive stripping of the forests was 

facilitated by General Chatchai Choonhavan, the Thai prime minister who signed an agreement 

with Burmese military leaders allowing for the creation of approximately 20 additional large 

logging companies backed by top-ranking Thai military officers. This ‘second wave’ of logging 

companies entered the dense border forests with more advanced technologies such as larger 

trucks and tractors, as well as greater human resources and nearly 200 elephants. The teak 

logging business during this period drew representatives of both local and centralized state 

powers to attempt to control the frontier resources (see Wadley & Eilenberg, 2005, for a similar 

situation in Indonesia’s frontier). Meanwhile, the efforts of non-state elites at the border did 

more than state-led development and investment projects to improve infrastructure and facilitate 

road construction. These non-state elites financed the projects themselves to monopolize the use 

of infrastructure leading to absolute resource control.  

In this economic environment and rush for resources, people from other northern Thai 

provinces such as Chiang Mai and Lampang sought to participate in the business through 

employment with the largest logging firms. Some became truck drivers, while many were brought 

to monitor the number of trees being transported to the Thai border. While Thai settlement in 

proximity to the violent frontiers was driven by the economic lure of the logging business, flows 

of the Shan and other ethnic groups from Burma to the frontiers were spurred primarily by the 

                                                           
1 During my fieldwork in 2012 and 2013, I visited the Mae Hong Son Forestry Department several times 
with an aim to obtain such statistics. However, the paper-based records related to logging concessions 
were not archived systematically. Additionally, the Mae Hong Son Governor’s Office did not begin 
digitizing official documents until 2005. Therefore, I gained data through interviews with a forestry 
official who was in charge of the Mae Hong Son Provincial Forestry Conservation Division. This official 
published a book on the illegal logging business in the Salween River zones under a pseudonym. This 
book is listed under ‘Yod-Ying-Yuad’ in the reference section.   

2 Interview with Ai Wut on September 18, 2012. He is originally from Lamphun province and a former 
employee of the ‘Thai Pong’ logging company in Mae Hong Son province. 
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forces of political conflict. A considerable number of civilians of various ethnicities whose 

villages and farms were destroyed and confiscated during invasions and attacks of the Burma 

Army moved either voluntarily or forcibly to join the ethno-nationalist movements seeking self-

autonomy.3 

During this period, state-like entities emerged in the form of leaders of ethnic rebel 

movements who gained financial support to defend their populations and territories from the 

centralized Burmese regime. Warlords such as Khun Sa also performed certain functions of state 

officials. Khun Sa established his own guerilla units with drafted men. Apart from human flows 

driven by factors related to politics, trade flows of particular commodities significantly aided 

these political elites’ ability to control their populations and to benefit from trade across the 

frontiers.  

 
Commodities sustaining livelihoods 
 
 Besides opium and teak as significant commodities used to fund warfare by ethnic armed 

groups, certain types of necessary commodities sustained people’s livelihoods during periods of 

conflict. As Wen-Ching Chang (2004, p. 486) suggests, the dominance of the drug trade in Shan 

State has led to the underestimated importance of other commodities. For example, trade of 

cattle, jade, Buddha images, and foodstuffs also played a critical role in the political-scape and 

engendered impacts on the border economy. Border elites—both ethnic insurgent leaders and 

local Thai officials—participated in informally taxing traders of such commodities for their own 

benefit. 

Following the legacy of the systematically unregulated economy in Burma, people had 

been trading cattle without tax imposition since the British colonial period (Walker, 2014, p. 

585), but the trade became significant after informal taxation systems were more rigidly enforced 

by ethnic armed groups during the ethnic civil wars of the 1970s through mid-1990s. Long-

distance cattle traders during this period were unable to avoid the informal taxation systems of 

warlords and ethnic insurgent movements. Such traders walked animals from inside Shan State, 

                                                           
3 A collected volume on the Shan State Army’s history authored by Chao Yodsuek, Nipatporn, and 
Nualkeaw (2009, pp. 22–23) describes the life of a woman named Bua who is engaged with a logging 
business. Bua is from Möng Pan and decides to be trained as a female soldier with the Shan United 
Revolution Army (SURA), a faction of the Shan rebel movement established in the early-1980s. After the 
merger of SURA with Khun Sa’s Möng Tai Army (MTA) in the mid-1980s (Lintner, 1999 [1994], p. 492), 
female soldiers like Bua were forced to work for Khun Sa’s furniture factory in Homöng. Bua was 
assigned to supervise 90 women to produce wooden furniture under the supervision of two craftsmen 
from Thailand.   
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crossing the Salween River to the Thai border. Each day, approximately 1,000 cows and 700 to 

800 buffalo were brought across the border.4 On the way to the Thai border, animal herders paid 

from 200 to 500 kyat per animal at posts manned by either Burmese soldiers or ethnic armed 

groups. In Homöng, they paid the rate of 100 baht per animal as tax, as cattle were considered 

highly profitable. The herders then walked the animals to an open space in Mae Oo Long village 

in Shan State where low-capital traders and middlemen on behalf of higher-capital traders on the 

Thai side negotiated the price of the animals. The middlemen got information or estimated the 

arrivals of herders and animals beforehand, based on the last transaction they conducted. Both 

traders and middlemen went up to the village to wait overnight before the herds of animals 

arrived. Shops, food stalls, and brothels of mae gai [Shan: prostitute] were available for those who 

had traveled far and yearned for rest and recreation while waiting for the animals to reach the 

cattle market. As soon as the herds reached the border, fierce negotiations immediately began. 

Those who had arrived at the border earlier gained advantage and were rewarded with animals’ 

healthy condition and business deals. Once both sides agreed on the price, the animals were 

walked along unpaved roads, eventually crossing the border into Thailand via pick-up trucks. 

The Thai authorities also informally taxed heads of cattle, although no border customs office was 

in official operation.  

Sai A, a former cattle trader from Möng Nai, recalled his experience with the cattle trade 

in 1991: 

 
Other men and I totaling eight people invested in purchasing animals. The largest 
investors put in a share of 100,000 kyat each. I only added in 60,000 kyat. The highest-
share investor naturally took charge of the group. We started out walking about 20 cattle 
and headed to the Thai border. The number of animals that we brought depended on 
advanced orders from the Thai side. In those days, it took about seven to ten days to 
reach the border. After selling all the animals, we considered the profit we made. If we 
got 20% to 25% from what we had invested, it was worthwhile. The profit margin 
included some other animals we took along, like pigs, chickens, and ducks. If we gained 
only 10%, we considered that a loss because we had to give some money to Burmese, 
Shan, Wa, and other soldiers who had their bases en route. I did this business only three 
or four times and decided to quit.5  

 
 
The most powerful cattle trader during this period was Kamnan Jai, whose father had 

been involved in this trade since the British colonial period. His father then migrated from Möng 

Nai to Mae Hong Son and integrated into Thai society. In the 1960s, Kamnan Jai took over his 

                                                           
4 Interview with Ai Wut, in Mae Hong Son town, on September 18, 2012. 

5 Interview with Sai A in Möng Nai, Shan State, on October 20, 2012. 
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family’s business and boosted the trans-border cattle trade along the Nam Phueng border pass 

and eventually monopolized the business. In 1993, he expanded his business, having negotiated 

with different insurgent groups on the condition that he would improve the unpaved road from 

the Thai side to the end of the Salween River’s eastern bank. The insurgent groups’ leaders 

agreed to cooperate, as they believed that decent road conditions would help facilitate the 

transportation of logs and timber out of Burma and into Thailand. Locals who witnessed the 

cattle business boom told me that, in one day, approximately 1,000 to 2,000 animals were traded. 

This success encouraged locals on both sides of the border to participate in the trade as animal 

herders, middlemen, and animal caretakers. In addition, those owning pick-up trucks took part in 

transporting animals for Kamnan Jai. The scene of people marching animals along the muddy 

and unpaved road was a familiar sight for people living near the cattle market.6 The cattle trade 

echoed the logging business in that various actors—leaders of armed groups, businessmen, and 

border elites—took the Thai state’s idea of controlling the border in order to protect its territory, 

and went further by creating profitable frontiers through the transformation of the border into a 

myriad of economic opportunities. 

During the cattle business boom, long-distance Shan traders began selling food and 

various homemade items to the militias of guerrilla movements. Several learned how to ride 

mules, following the Yunnanese pioneers who mastered riding the animals in a convoy across the 

frontiers. Those Shan living in townships in the upper part of southern Shan State took pick-up 

trucks to reach Nakong village, where they continued their journey by mule or on foot due to the 

lack of a paved road. After arriving at Homöng, they resumed their use of motorized vehicles 

because roads had been built by Thai businesspersons to facilitate teak and timber 

transportation. These traders did not produce foods or ingredients themselves, but rather 

purchased local foods and products—such as to nao [Shan: dried beans pressed into a disc shape], 

dried tofu, fermented tofu, pickled green mustard leaves, shallots, garlic, hand-rolled cheroot 

cigars, and fermentation materials for brewing alcohol—from homemade producers in different 

towns located along their routes rather than carrying all goods from the beginning of the journey. 

They also purchased animals such as chickens, ducks, and pigs when passing through villages and 

small towns, as these animals were much sought after by militants, their families, and other 

civilians along the frontiers.  

As mentioned earlier, the ethnic militias firmly enforced unofficial taxation on different 

kinds of commodities. When traders entered the conflict zones, they often had to pay taxes to 

                                                           
6 Interview with Kamnan Jai in Huay Pha Village, Mae Hong Son province, on January 26, 2013. 
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the rebels according to their modes of transport, types of commodities, and volume of trade. 

Notably, female traders using hap [Thai: A carrier with two ends linked with a bamboo yoke] 

were considered poor and thus exempt from paying taxes because they were not kon ga long 

[Shan: large-scale trader]. In contrast, those with sufficient capital to employ mules to carry their 

goods were taxed accordingly. Food and homemade products were taxed at 100 to 200 baht per 

mule carrying a two-sided bag.7  

 Foods and other goods required for the survival of ethnic armed groups and civilians 

were also transported from the Thai side to the interior of Shan State. Chang (2009, p. 2013) 

suggests that prior to 1964, Burmese goods produced in Burma were commonly found, 

especially wholesale, in Taunggyi. After this period, smuggled goods from Thailand replaced the 

Burmese merchandise because of the central government’s adoption of socialism as its economic 

policy following General Ne Win’s coup. Private economic sectors were abruptly closed, shops 

owned by Chinese were disbanded in order to pave way for state-run enterprises, and national 

projects were monitored by unskilled soldiers. Civilians lacked necessary goods to consume, 

resulting in the emergence of underground cross-border trade, smuggling of goods from the 

Chinese and Thai borders, and black markets arising throughout the entire country (Mya Maung, 

1964; 1989; Fink, 2001, pp. 32–33; Chang, 2011; 2014a; 2014b; Brown, 2013, pp. 165–166). The 

Yunnanese long-distance traders then turned the Burma-Thailand frontiers into a center of 

smuggled goods and transnational trade (Chang, 2009, p. 568). They traveled to the Thai border 

to obtain Thai products, and this type of trade came to be an important part of Burma’s 

economy. Until the mid-1980s, mule caravans were a major means of smuggling goods from 

Thailand into Shan State. Thai consumer products were estimated to comprise approximately 

70% of Burma’s smuggled economy (Chang, 2013; 2014b). Shan long-distance traders followed 

suit, traveling to Mae Hong Son to purchase consumer products to sell in Shan State. Long-term 

Shan migrants in Thailand, or descendants of immigrant parents, also participated in this trade 

boom. Some drove pick-up trucks to sell Thai products to Khun Sa’s soldiers before heading to 

Taunggyi.  

The years 1988 and 1989 constituted the period in which Thailand’s different defense 

agencies and territorial protection authorities were dispatched to set up their bases along the 

Burma-Thailand frontiers. One objective was the improvement of roads following the provision 

of logging concessions. The Mae Hong Son government allowed border-crossing vehicles from 

both sides to cross the frontier between Mae Hong Son and Homöng as long as they procured 

                                                           
7 Interviews with Chao Wan-oo and some female traders. More details are also described in 
Lertchavalitsakul (2015).  
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specially-produced black license plates, enabling pick-up truck drivers to provide convenient 

transport to travelers crossing the border. If the traders on the Thai side desired to go further 

than Homöng, they had to switch to trucks with Burmese license plates. This was considered the 

first attempt of local Thai authorities to set regulations for vehicles to cross the border into Shan 

State. On one hand, it aimed to control border affairs; on the other, the regulation was instituted 

in the context of the disordered and chaotic economy of the frontier supporting insurgencies in 

Shan State.   

Watthani, a woman in her 60s, was one of the Thai-born Shan traders who conducted 

cross-border business at that time. She lived in a village near the Thai border, and the proximity 

of the conflict zones turned potential danger into economic opportunities. The Burmese kyat 

was very strong then, and she made income by selling Thai products demanded by consumers on 

the Shan State side. She reflects, “Most of the Thai commodities sold very well, especially mama 

[Thai: generic term for instant noodles]. On the Thai side, we bought the noodles at two baht 

per pack, but just over the border we sold each pack for 18 baht.”8 As Jennifer Bair (2009, p. 16) 

argues, market forces and the demand of consumers for particular commodities reflect a 

dimension of a product’s consumption, which can change immensely in terms of value or price. 

For example, perishable commodities such as fruits and vegetables can increase or decrease in 

value or price due to the mode of their distribution, which involves transportation across long 

distances and aspects of place and time. In a similar vein, Tina Harris (2013) suggests that 

distance between sites of production and consumption increases the value of such commodities, 

and is influenced by the modes of travel and infrastructure used by the traders. In the case of the 

Thai instant noodles, although the distance between Burma and Thailand’s frontiers was not a 

significant factor in increasing the commodity’s value and price, the climate on the consumption 

side was sufficiently variable to increase the value, since Khun Sa and his guerrillas could not 

produce such commodities themselves and had high demand for food and goods throughout the 

conflict period. 

 
Commodities smuggled through underground trade 

 
During the same period of civil war in Burma, demand for exotic and highly-prized 

commodities, such as Buddha images and temple antiquities, grew on the Thai side. Cattle 

traders and herders who were able to accumulate capital had opportunities to search for such 

valuable Buddhist items. During the period between World War II and Thailand’s economic 

                                                           
8 Interview with Watthani on September 17, 2012, in Mae Hong Son town. 
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boom in the 1980s, Shan traders in Mae Hong Son traveled to Shan State in order to recruit Shan 

craftsmen and carpenters to build temples, stupas, and Buddha images in Thailand without 

immigration control (Pawakapan, 2000; 2006), and Buddhist items were traded without official 

state control. Prasit, who ventured in the Buddha image trade from 1974 to 1977,9 explains that 

the demand for such commodities originated from a prominent art gallery named Chiang Mai Art 

whose proprietor sought Buddha images, temple artifacts like Naga-figures from Buddhist 

mythology, and other antiquities to sell to tourists from Western countries. In addition, five to 

six well-off traders in Mae Hong Son hired middlemen to conduct transactions on their behalf, 

with about 10 lower-capital traders purchasing commodities directly from traders from Shan 

State at the transaction spot. High-capital traders on the Thai side placed orders with deposits of 

up to one million baht, while traders with lower cash reserves typically invested about 200,000–

300,000 baht each. Apart from private individual and family collections, traders also bought 

commodities from monks and looted from abandoned temples. Eventually, high demand from 

Thais and visitors to Thailand resulted in a scarcity of Buddha images and other antiquities in 

Shan temples.  

The materials from which Buddha images were made influenced the amount of tax 

traders were charged by political elites. When traders traveled into Homöng on their way to the 

border areas, Khun Sa and SSA’s joint tax collectors charged about 20 to 30 percent of the 

speculated price of Buddha images made of marble, bronze, and resin. There were two primary 

sites of so-called talat pra [Thai: Buddha image market]. One was in Monna village, situated in an 

area jointly controlled by Khun Sa and the SSA. The other, called Na-on, was in Karenni 

controlled territory.10 At that time, the price for an antique Buddha image ranged from 5,000 to 

7,000 baht at the border market. Such an item could then be sold for more than 12,000 baht in 

Chiang Mai. Traders on the Thai side paid traders on the Shan side with Burmese kyat so that 

the latter could use this currency to seek commodities for advanced orders when returning to 

Shan State.  

During the negotiations and transactions at the Buddha markets, an Indian money 

changer was consistently present on the days that the traders from the Shan State side would 

arrive. The money changer sold kyat to the Thai traders as a deposit for the advance orders for 

traders on the Shan State side. After negotiations and deals were completed, people carried 

Buddha images by foot to the paved road, transferring them into a pick-up truck arranged by 

                                                           
9 Interview with Prasit in Mae Hong Son town on November 28, 2012.  

10 Interview with Chao Wan-oo, in Khahan village, on January, 19, 2013; and Mirante (1993, pp. 21–23). 
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traders on the Thai side for further transport to shops or dealers in Chiang Mai province. During 

this process, Thai officers at the border would informally tax the traders according to the selling 

price. The actual amount would not be levied, since this was an open opportunity for officers to 

take a share of the trade without official records. Such payments could be considered bribes.  

The Buddha image trade along the border came to an end in the mid-1980s due to the 

shortage of items from Shan State. Prasit revealed that his parents-in-law, who were also 

involved in this trade, went bankrupt after placing advanced orders with large deposits with long-

distance traders who absconded. At the same time, the trade in Buddha images was tarnished 

after certain traders on the Shan State side were found to have been hiding heroin inside the 

images in order to smuggle it along the trade routes to Thai drug dealers. The emergence and 

decline of the trade in Buddha images and antiquities reflected the lack of control and regulations 

of both the Thai and Burmese state markets. Although the market forces originated in Thailand, 

and Thai businessmen made large profits from it, the informal taxing system of this trade on the 

Shan side functioned such that the revenues gained from the trade supported Khun Sa’s ability 

to sustain his political units against the centralized Burmese authority, as well as the frontier’s 

economy. 

Carried together with Buddha images, long-distance traders on the Shan State 

occasionally sold precious stones such as jade, rubies, and diamonds free from the central 

Burmese state’s regulations. According to Chang’s studies (2004; 2011; 2014a) on the jade trade 

among the Yunnanese, traders traveled routes from Kachin State and northern Shan State by 

truck to Taunggyi, then changed to muleteers, passing through Kengtung to enter Thailand 

through Mae Sai district, Chiang Rai province. Chang (2004, pp. 494–495) mentions that Khun 

Sa participated in the jade business based in Ban Hin Taek, Chiang Rai province, while his SURA 

rebel movement was stationed there.11 The jade trade became increasingly prosperous, and in the 

1970s traders opened new routes to the Thai border in Chiang Mai and Mae Hong Son 

provinces. En route to Mae Hong Son, they used Ban Rak Thai village—a predominantly 

Yunannese Chinese village where the Kuomintang was based—to reach the Thai border.  

Diamonds, rubies, and sapphires were traded by long-distance traders carrying them 

directly from mines to the Thai border, especially in the border town of Mae Sai in Chiang Rai. 

The gem market in Mae Sai was well-structured with approximately 200 traders from inside 

Burma traveling daily to sell their stones (Chantrawarin, 2015, chapter 3). This differed from the 

context of the gem trade at my research site, where no formal gem traders or transactions of 

                                                           
11 Although Khun Sa moved his stronghold to Homöng town in the early 1980s, locals living there during 
this period whom I conversed with did not acknowledge Khun Sa’s jade business. 
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such commodities were conducted systematically. Sai Ong Tun has past experience mining for 

diamonds in a well-known mine in Shan State’s Möng Hsu: 

 
Many people went there. I went there with five or six of my peers. We did not take any 
equipment along as it was too heavy to carry it for the long distance. We rented tools 
from other miners, and we had to pay fees to some guerrillas from the Wa, Shan, and Pa-
O groups in exchange for permission to dig for diamonds. I stayed for one week and 
slept in a tent nearby the mine, but many people stayed there for years. One time, I 
found around 10 big stones and some small-size flakes. I put them in an energy drink 
bottle to disguise them from people’s sight. Then I traveled to Taunggyi to sell the 
diamonds, but the shops’ proprietors there gave me very low prices. I also sold diamond 
flakes from a bottle when traveling to Mae Hong Son. One bottle was worth around 
20,000 to 30,000 kyat. After selling them, I earned around ten times of this amount.12  

 
 
Despite the lack of central state control in Burma, ethnic armed groups established rules 

to manage the operations of gemstone miners (Chang, 2014a, chapters 2, 3, 7). As evidenced 

from Sai Ong Tun’s anecdote, those who ventured in this trade were required to pay fees to get 

permission to enter mines. And if they wanted to sell precious stones in Mae Hong Son, they had 

to declare this commodity when entering Homöng at the jointly-operated tax collection site of 

Khun Sa and SSA, where personnel taxed at 5% of the speculated sales price. Traders normally 

went to jewelry or antique shops in town and made offers to the proprietors of the shops. 

Negotiations ensued, in which shop proprietors often attempted to reduce the price to the point 

where Shan traders would often give up on selling the stones in Thailand. 

Whereas diamonds on the Thai side were traded for money, on the Shan State side they 

were used for bartering. Mae Tao Son, 65 years old, occasionally traveled from her village of 

Nakong to Möng Hsu to sell vegetables to the miners. Having no cash, the miners exchanged 

their diamond flakes for her produce. She would then travel to Mae Hong Son in order to sell 

the diamond flakes in town. If they were of good quality, she could earn about 3,000 to 4,000 

baht.13 The exchange of diamond flakes for vegetables is an example of bartering occurring in a 

commodity exchange when one party lacks money as an asset (Humphrey & Hugh-Jones, 1992; 

Humphrey, 2000). Although the value of diamond flakes was much higher than her vegetables, 

the exchange of two objects of unequal value was considered reasonable by both parties. As 

Carolyn Nordstrom (2004, p. 93) argues, during turbulent times, luxuries like gems, as well as 

mundane commodities, can become exchangeable in equivalence and be traded for hard 

                                                           
12 Interview with Sai Ong Tun in Mae Hong Son town on December 27, 2014. 

13 Interview with Mae Tao Son in Nakong village, Shan State, in May 2014. 
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currency. Such exchanges are possible in exceptional situations, such as during Burma’s socio-

economic backdrop following the 1962 coup.  

 
Money as symbolic of state sovereignty  

 
The use of money and currencies illustrates the relationship between the social status of 

commodities and economic sovereignty (Carruthers & Espeland, 2002). Lacking clear evidence, 

it appears that those in southern Shan State, particularly in areas on the Salween’s eastern bank 

controlled by Khun Sa since the mid-1970s, used Thai baht as their primary currency for 

everyday transactions. Since then, the Thai baht subsequently became the primary and preferable 

currency in the Homöng area after Khun Sa relocated his stronghold there in 1983, and it 

remains so today. The fluctuation of exchange rates between Thai baht and Burmese kyat in Mae 

Hong Son town depended on rates set in larger market towns such as Mae Sot, Tak province, 

and Mae Sai, Chiang Rai province.14 The dominance of baht over kyat occurred together with the 

relative strengths and weaknesses of values between the two currencies, particularly after the 

demonetization of Burmese banknotes by the military government in the 1980s, an effort 

attempting to crackdown on black market operators (Mya Maung, 1989, p. 282; Smith, 1999 

[1991], pp. 25–26; Fink, 2001, p. 32; Brown, 2013, p. 166) that adversely affected Burmese 

civilians uninvolved in black market dealings who held such banknotes (Scott, 2013; Chang, 

2014a, chapter 2).  

The fluctuation of exchange rates also cost traders on the Thai side some of their 

benefits from cross-border trade. Oraphan, a female long-distance trader from the Thai side, 

started driving a pick-up truck to Homöng and on to Taunggyi following the boom of 

underground trade across the border. As a daughter of a Yunnanese father and a Shan mother, 

Oraphan had a linguistic advantage in trade: she was able to speak Yunnanese, Shan, Thai, and 

Burmese, and accordingly managed to conduct business successfully in those languages during 

her travels from Mae Hong Son all the way to the capital of Shan State. At the beginning of the 

trade boom, the strength of the kyat helped Oraphan’s business succeed. At that time, 100 kyat 

could be exchanged for 22 baht, compared to the rate in September 2012 (during my fieldwork 

period), which was 100 kyat for 3.5 to 3.8 baht. As Ian Brown (2013, pp. 198–199) analyzes, 

Burma suffered through a long-term negative economic situation once it transformed its 

economic sector to follow the tenets of socialism while decreasing capacity to produce goods 

and export to international markets, leading to revenue loss and inflation that led to the continual 

                                                           
14 Interview with one Shan trader on December 18, 2012.  
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devaluation of the kyat. Once the weakening of the kyat started, Oraphan decided to quit the 

long-distance trade. She instead started driving a taxi truck for a living on the Thai side only, 

transporting Shan people and goods from the Thai border to Mae Hong Son town, which she 

has continued to do until today.15 Trade and currency fluctuations during different periods reflect 

the economic conditions and the failure of the Burmese state in structuring its economy. Under 

the socialist regime of General Ne Win, Burma’s policies were issued from the central 

government, whereas ethnic insurgents in the frontiers set their own rules to control cross-

border activities, which closely reflected long-distance trade patterns.  

In general, from the period after which Burma gained its independence through the 

period in which ethnic rebels initiated their operations against the central military regime in the 

1960s, the control of resources and trade of particular commodities was disorderly and in the 

hands of multiple social actors. The forces of state policy, specifically the socialist economy 

initiated by the Burmese government, were effectively counteracted by the underground trade 

facilitated by long-distance traders across the borders of China and Thailand. This subsequently 

enabled certain commodities to be traded regulation-free under the frontier regimes, while their 

social status changed according to the economic and political interests of state and non-state 

actors. For instance, homemade products from Shan State and manufactured goods from 

Thailand created new economic patterns of long-distance trading, encouraging people to 

participate in this economic boom. Opium and teak increased their values beyond economic 

surplus to become political weapons to support ethnic insurgent movements and the border 

economy. Teak and timber became facilitators of development by Thai businessmen in terms of 

road construction and migration of people from other parts of Thailand to its peripheries, and 

these commodities also made the frontier come to be regarded as economically valuable terrain.  

Commodities like opium and diamonds were explicitly exchangeable objects in both 

monetary and non-monetary transactions, while state and non-state actors benefited from trade 

flows through illegal taxation. This illustrates the commodities’ function as a medium of barter 

trade against a rural Burmese backdrop in which the value of money was not appreciated. 

Buddha images and antiquities brought to the border by Shan cattle herders explicitly shows how 

religious objects were transformed into economically valuable commodities by forces of 

Orientalism and the fetishism of the East amidst Thailand’s tourism promotion. Lastly, money 

and currency use symbolized economic sovereignty that stood in opposition to nation-state 

boundaries. Nonetheless, these commodities and their statuses mattered for border elites and 

                                                           
15 Interview with Oraphan on September 16, 2012, at the Nam Phueng border crossing. 
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state and non-state actors in the perception and diversification of means to benefit from cross-

border flows. 

 
After the establishment of a Thai border checkpoint in 1996 

 
In the mid-1990s, the border regime was realized through the attempts of local Thai 

governments to incorporate modern bureaucracy into its functions. This began in earnest 

following Khun Sa’s surrender to the Burma Army in January 1996, leading to the establishment 

of the Nam Phueng checkpoint on the Thai border in July of the same year. On the Shan State 

side, the Burma Army came into control after neutralizing Khun Sa and negotiating a peace 

agreement with the WNA. Under the leadership of Maha Ja, the WNA gave its allegiance to the 

Burmese government, with the government granting the former insurgent group administrative 

privileges in Homöng (Smith, 1999, pp. 95–96). The WNA, and the family of Maha Ja 

specifically, became the most powerful of the border elites in southernmost Shan State with the 

assistance of Burma Army units in some villages and larger towns. Meanwhile, the local Thai 

government ordered the establishment of official buildings, designations of state (civilian rather 

than military) authority in creating more formal border controls, and systems to record the 

personal information of border-crossers. Border control came to be incorporated with the 

mobility regime in applying a bureaucratic ideology to screen border-crossers at the individual 

level. However, on the Shan State side, the regime of the frontier remained consistent in that 

state and state-like actors rather arbitrarily set their own rules to control resources and cross-

border trade. Inevitably, the frontier regime of the Shan State side encroached on the Thai side, 

as the Thai state practices border control differently to one on the Shan State side, as illustrated 

in Fig. 2.1. 

 
 
Figure 2.1: Contemporary regimes of  border control.  
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Commodities crossing an unstable border  

 
 The local Thai government continued to allow traders on both sides to trade, but with 

the enforcement of more regulations. However, the political climate in Shan State occasionally 

led to unstable crossing opportunities for merchants to trade particular commodities. For 

instance, the Thai state allowed some companies and the WNA (hereafter referred to as ‘Maha Ja 

family,’ see Chapter 1)—successors of Khun Sa—to conduct teak and timber trading. Only five 

main firms16 were actively operating at this time. The logging business was conducted with 

increased effort and strain for the companies due to the earlier exploitation of teak in previously 

fertile forest zones. To access virgin forests, they were forced to go deeper into areas, but this led 

to more obstacles for tractor operators in transporting logs to the border checkpoint. The 

companies invested in paving pathways that were previously used primarily for people and 

animals, and in widening roads to enable trucks and lorries to move logs out of the forest.17 

Business deals were made initially by Thai logging companies who placed orders for timber of 

different sizes with workers associated with the Maha Ja family, who then proceeded to fill the 

orders.18  

The experiences of Nong Aim, who came to be involved in the teak business at age 20, 

reflect the situation of border-crossing under the mobility regime. Nong Aim faced several 

controls and was required to report to numerous checkpoints on both sides when crossing the 

unstable border. She worked for a year counting timber for a logging company in Mae Hong 

Son. Checking the timber quantities was very important, and two counters accompanied each 

shipment traveling from Homöng, which was still a wild and dangerous territory in the 1990s. 

Nong Aim and her work partner started their trip in a company truck from the logging mill on 

the Thai side in Pang Mu village, about six kilometers from Mae Hong Son town. From there, 

they drove to the Nam Phueng border checkpoint in order to record their names and leave their 

Thai ID cards at the immigration post. They then transferred to a vehicle licensed by the Maha 

                                                           
16 The three logging firms discussed in Yod-Ying-Yuad’s book are Thai Utsakagram Venior 999 Co. Ltd., 
Ska. B Co. Ltd., and SPA Rich Wood Part, Ltd. The first two companies were granted concessions in the 
forest areas opposite to Mae Sarieng district, while the third was granted concession to the areas 
connecting to Khun Yuam and Muang Mae Hong Son districts. 

17 Interview with Khuensai Jaiyen, editor of Shan Herald Agency for News (S.H.A.N.), in Chiang Mai, 
Thailand on April 9, 2013. 

18 Seven sizes of timber for commercial purposes were sawed as follows: 3x4.5x2 inches, 3x4.5x3 inches, 
3x4.5x4 inches, 3x4.5x5 inches, 3x4.5x6 inches, 3x4.5x7 inches, and 3x4.5x7.5 inches. This data was 
gleaned from an interview with Nong Aim on February 18, 2015.  
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Ja family. From the border, they drove to Homöng, passing through a number of posts to 

register themselves in territory controlled by the Maha Ja family.  

The first few trips were complicated and time-consuming, as the personnel working at 

the posts were not familiar with Nong Aim or her partner. During subsequent trips, the 

checkpoint inspections took significantly less time because the militia members recognized them. 

Soon after arriving in Homöng and leaving their belongings at a hotel operated by the Maha Ja 

family, they walked to the northern end of the village where trees were felled and removed from 

the forest by two elephants. On the way to the location, a Maha Ja family militia member 

followed her with gun in hand. Upon arrival at the transit spot, Nong Aim and her partner would 

begin to individually count the logs, after which they crosschecked their numbers. Once their 

counts matched, they would both go back to the hotel to take a rest. The next morning, they had 

to recount the timber before all of the wood was loaded onto four-wheel trucks driven to the 

border. The timber was transported to the Thai border in a convoy of eight to 10 trucks. At the 

border, all of the timber would be counted once again by Thai officials at the border witnessed 

by a small crowd consisting of policemen, territory protection officers, soldiers, and villagers. 

Once the entire quantity was counted and noted, it was recorded by the officials as ‘specially-

permitted import goods,’ which meant the timber company must procure a permit from the Thai 

authorities before moving the shipment into Thailand.  

 
I remember that there were two times that some timbers were missing or mismatched 
from the order before we were about to leave for the Thai border. The order was for 200 
boards of each size, but about 10 to 15 was missing from each. I didn’t know what to do, 
and immediately made a telephone call to the sawmill’s female proprietor. I explained the 
situation to her in a loud voice until the Wa militia person lifted his gun and pointed at 
me from a distance. I was really scared, as that man was standing only two or three 
meters away, observing me closely. When my boss acknowledged the situation I was 
facing, she immediately said, ‘Okay, that’s fine. Just start moving and bring all you have 
just counted down to the wood mill!’19 

 
 

Nong Aim’s experience has been detailed here as it reflects how carefully scrutinized 

private sphere border-crossing was under the mobility regime. She and her workmate were made 

to leave their official Thai ID cards at the Thai border to avoid making obvious that they had 

crossed the border against established immigration laws. Also Nong Aim’s cross-border activities 

in this period illustrate the semi-legal trade of teak and timber in the yet wild border zones. Teak 

and timber were in high demand from Thai businessmen, while the Maha Ja family militia earned 

                                                           
19 Interview in Mae Hong Son town on March 12, 2013, and a telephone conversation on May 18, 2015. 
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sizable income from the still dense forests under their control. By the end of the 1990s, Thailand 

had implemented stricter regulations, coinciding with new regulations implemented by the 

Burmese government to impede the logging business between ethnic insurgent leaders and Thai 

businessmen. One such regulation stipulated that logging business entrepreneurs were required 

to procure a certificate of origin (CO) issued by the central Burmese government for all such 

products before removing them from the forests.20 As a result, more than 10 logging companies 

were unable to continue their operations after being found guilty of using counterfeit COs.  

The trade in teak and timber was considered semi-legal in the border community on the 

Thai side, as demonstrated by Nong Aim’s story that Thai officials witnessed the transport of 

timber across the border. Nonetheless, the status of the same commodity seemed to be illegal on 

the other side of the border, as it was processed by the Maha Ja family militia without official 

approval from the central Burmese government, nor was it granted exemption from CO 

documents, as described earlier. In the early 2000s, the Mae Hong Son government began 

implementing central policies from Bangkok to promote economic cooperation with Myanmar 

while ending partnership agreements between insurgent groups and the private Thai sector. This 

approach aligned with the Burmese government’s policy to legalize centralized logging 

concessions with Thailand. It encouraged high-capital companies to venture their businesses 

inside Burma and to deal with private Burmese merchants (Lintner, 1995). Presently, teak and 

timber concessions along the border are suspended due to an agreement between the Burmese 

and Thai governments,21 although the Mae Hong Son provincial government modified the ban 

on teak and wood products in 2009 to allow small wooden products that are intended for 

personal use or household consumption to be brought in from Myanmar.22 Implicitly, the state’s 

function at the border to control the flow of resources has been weakened due to the 

centralization of the state at the core in both Burma and Thailand. On a practical level, the 

ceasefire agreements made between the Burmese government and many armed ethnic groups 

have resulted in less violence and conflict between the parties. The dominance of the centralized 

state has gradually increased through the state’s cooperation with the leaders of armed ethnic 

                                                           
20 Forestry Department Document, Ministry of Agriculture No. 0704(2)/ว 31273, dated November 15, 
1985. 

21 Mae Hong Son’s local government issued a temporary ban on the import of all types of teak following 
the Ministry of Commerce Order dated May 13, 2003, issued by the Tak provincial authority. Later, the 
government issued two orders dated on April 17, 2008, which specifically enforced the ban and control of 
teak and all finished products imported into Mae Hong Son province.  

22 Mae Hong Son provincial order dated March 10, 2009 (see more details in the reference section). 
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groups that had previously claimed the frontier’s resources and informally taxed cross-border 

traders. 

 
Stricter monitoring of forbidden goods 

 
An additional effect of the mobility regime has been stricter monitoring of the smuggling 

of opium and other narcotics. These regulations have coincided with the apprehension of Khun 

Sa and the implementation of a ‘war against drugs’ as a significant policy influencing Thailand’s 

border affairs with Burma. The policy explicitly impacts the local governments and communities 

along the border. Traders and truck drivers servicing the route between the border checkpoint 

and Mae Hong Son town are forced to take the consequences of breaking the policy into 

consideration. They often warn one another that this commodity trade could ruin their way of 

earning income due to the eminently possible shutdown of the border if wide-scale drug 

smuggling were to be discovered. Thai army personnel based at the border checkpoints inspects 

all travelers’ belongings to ensure that no drugs or other illegal items are carried across the 

border, although these commodities continue to be smuggled through the forests where no 

soldiers are on patrol. Poppy fields continue to be cultivated along the border, and many people 

learn through word-of-mouth that villagers living in areas controlled by Maha Ja family militias 

and the UWSA still grow poppies to be transported for refining into heroin in the Wa region of 

Shan State. This information seems to be confirmed by news that the Thai army, in January of 

2014 and 2015, discovered a 16-square-kilometer opium plantation in an area only four 

kilometers from the Thai border. To solve the problem and to uphold the anti-narcotic image of 

Thailand, 50 Thai army officers invaded and destroyed the plantation prior the harvest season.23 

Although the local Thai government attempts to enforce explicitly rigid regulations aligned with 

the mobility regime at the border checkpoint, the smuggling of these commodities from Shan 

State to Thailand via informal routes continues to periodically be reported in the media and by 

word-of-mouth.  

 
Common consumer items maintaining the border economy 
 

To maintain the economic contributions of the border checkpoints to the central 

government, the Thai provincial government consistently supports small-scale cross-border trade 

to continue. Foodstuffs and consumer products are the main commodities to maintain the 

border economy today, albeit on a much smaller scale following the population decrease since 

                                                           
23 See Manager Online (2014); INN News (2015). 
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Khun Sa’s surrender to the Burma Army. In the meantime, such items have helped constitute the 

importance of the local Thai state in enforcing regulations on cross-border flows. On the Shan 

State side, these commodities support the Maha Ja family’s taxation system imposed on cross-

border traders.  

Foodstuffs that are traded at present include ingredients and agricultural products, such 

as onions and garlic, beans, preserved tea leaves, canned meats, dried buffalo and cow skin, 

sugarcane and palm-sugar cubes, processed noodles, snacks for children, and consumer products 

transported from China, such as instant coffee, powdered milk, and processed foods. Also traded 

are products manufactured in Myanmar, such as medicines, local Burmese cosmetics including 

thanakha [Burmese: facial cream made from ground bark], books, VCDs, and karaoke CDs. 

Moreover, the Nam Phueng border channel is a gateway for secondhand Japanese trucks and 

palm oil from Malaysia. The local customs office taxes each truck buyer at 20,000 baht, while the 

Maha Ja family charges 50,000 baht (S.H.A.N., 2011b). The Mae Hong Son customs chief24 

reports that the volume of trade through the Nam Phueng channel today is largely not profitable 

in comparison to the volume of trade through the Mae Sai and Mae Sot checkpoints. However, 

one goal in keeping this border channel open is to maintain trade linkages between communities 

on both sides of the border who hold strong kinship ties. The main demand for Thai products 

comes from those living in Homöng areas, including townships and villages in proximity of the 

Salween River’s western bank. 

The economic prosperity of the frontier dwindled in the 2000s as some commodities 

traded in earlier periods began to diminish and eventually disappeared, especially Buddha images, 

antiquities, and precious stones. Subsequently, border elites on the Shan State side and state 

agencies on the Thai side lost their control over flows and the sharing of profits. Cattle herders 

during this period no longer transported Buddha images. One main reason that the long-distance 

trade began to cease was that the demand for goods by the large population under Khun Sa 

came to an end following his surrender to the Burmese government when 12,000 to 18,000 army 

personnel and civilians returned to their hometowns (Lintner, 1999 [1994], p. 477) or migrated to 

Thailand. Cross-border trade amidst the economically prosperous frontier gradually reduced to 

small-scale trade. Traders no longer considered traveling to diamond mines sufficiently 

worthwhile. Moreover, the tax collection in Homöng on commodities traded in the previous 

period was replaced by the management of the Maha Ja family. One of the few remaining ways 

for cross-border traders on both sides to make a living was transporting passengers. The Thai 

                                                           
24 The head custom officer’s name is kept anonymous. I had conversations with him two times in 
December 2012 and January 2013 at the Mae Hong Son Customs Office.  
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baht has remained until today a major currency used in southern Shan State for everyday 

transactions, which reflects both Khun Sa’s legacy and the instability of the Burmese kyat within 

border communities. 

 
 
Conclusion  
 

This chapter illustrates the configurations of state and non-state actors in attempting to 

control populations, resources, and the trade of particular commodities in the borderland of 

Shan State and Thailand from the pre-colonial period, to the establishment of the border 

checkpoint on the Thai side in 1996, and more recent developments. I have described the 

politico-economic repercussions from frontier regime to the border and the mobility regimes. 

The existence and development of states and state-like entities—including insurgent movements, 

warlords, and rebellions against the central Burmese state—have immensely impacted people’s 

mobility and trade patterns. During the first period, in which a mandala polity was present in this 

region, continuing towards the British colonization era, political elites monopolized two main 

lucrative commodities of opium and teak. Their statuses diverted along with the shifting 

economic value attached commodities used to increase the power and wealth of the elites, and as 

tributes in hierarchical relations, both in the traditional kingdom and in the colonial era. The 

tribute convoys encouraged the free movement of people, including Shan farmers who 

voluntarily traveled far from their communities of origin to participate in long-distance trading.  

The second key period extends from after Burma’s independence in 1948 to the 

proliferation of ethnic civil wars in the 1960s to the mid-1990s. During this era, many ethnic 

armed groups and the most prominent warlord Khun Sa acted as state-like entities that exercised 

authority over their respective populations in a fashion similar to that of the state. They 

continually used opium and teak as political tools to fund guerilla warfare. Due to a boom in the 

teak and timber business, a large number of Thai people from other regions migrated to the 

frontiers. Against the economic backdrop of Burma initiating its policy of ‘The Burmese Way to 

Socialism,’ border elites benefited from the emergence of black markets in which commodities 

such as Buddha images, antiquities, and gemstones from Burma’s side, and foodstuffs and 

consumer products from the Thai side, were traded freely across the frontiers. The use of 

various currencies during this period emphasized that sometimes money lacked appropriate asset 

value, or it engendered less value than staple goods in ordinary economic transactions. Currency 

use also symbolized the state’s sovereignty, which was not aligned with physical territories. With 

the introduction of a nationalist-oriented economy, the looting of treasures from Buddhist 

temples, the emergence of black markets, and underground long-distance trade became 
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incorporated with people’s mobility as they sought enhanced and more secure living conditions 

while confronted with a scarcity of basic needs and poor livelihoods. Meanwhile, people’s 

mobility also occurred through forms of forced militarized migration, subsequently leading to 

labor migration inherited from flows of militias and long-distance trade.  

In the latest period, that following Khun Sa’s surrender to the Burmese government and 

the establishment of the Nam Phueng border checkpoint in 1996, the emerging border elite was 

the Maha Ja family on the Shan State side of the border. On the Thai side, state authorities 

moved toward functioning with a modern nation-state style. The cross-border teak and timber 

business did not survive due to the shift in politics in Burma’s central government, as well as 

Thailand’s altered diplomatic stance with the Burmese government. Still, people on both sides of 

the border continued to be influenced by the trade of commodities controlled by both sides’ 

political elites and prominent businessmen.  

I reiterate that although state and non-state actors in different periods have attempted to 

control populations, resources, and trades of certain commodities, people have continually 

developed methods to facilitate their mobility, encouraged by resource flows and the trade of 

commodities across political boundaries. Furthermore, they continue to cross the border rather 

freely after the opening of the international border checkpoint, despite facing disorder and 

uncertainty on both sides of the border. As presented throughout this chapter, political forces 

have directed cross-border flows, shaping ordinary people’s lives to become increasingly mobile 

and encouraging their ability to cross national borders.  

In Chapter 3, which chronologically relates developments to the borderscape following 

the establishment of the border checkpoint on the Thai side in 1996, I will elaborate on political 

elites’ configurations of power as a form of strategic control of the border in order to claim 

resources and to benefit from cross-border trade. I will show the effect of four structural 

powers, namely the Burma Army, the Maha Ja family, the Shan rebel movement, and the Thai 

state, attempting to outwit one another through the imposition of arbitrary rules to control 

human and commodity flows across the border. As a consequence, border communities on the 

ground have sought their own ways to outmaneuver these political forces, leading to their 

success in traversing political boundaries and nation-state borders rather conveniently.  





Chapter 3 
 

Strategic Space, Outwitting and Arbitrary Rules 
 
 
 
In 1986, I relocated from northeastern Thailand to work in Mae Hong Son. Khun Sa was 
already immensely powerful along the frontiers, and we acknowledged that his power 
stretched over sub-road no. 1285 and all the way to the black road [the paved asphalt 
highway on the Thai side]. The local Thai government seemed reluctant to stake its own 
claim to power. As a result, Shan people on the Burmese side started to gradually settle 
on the Thai side. Until Khun Sa surrendered to the Burma Army [in 1996], these Shan 
remained in Thailand and integrated into their Thai communities aligned with the Thai 
government’s administrative changes. 
 

Kattapan Butkhan,  
Thai official of the border control mission 1 

 
 
This Thai official’s account illustrates the practice of Shan mobility in response to the 

border elites’ spatial configurations that contested with nation-state boundaries. The period the 

official recalls was during the time of the frontier regime, prior to the establishment of the Nam 

Phueng checkpoint that engendered an official border control. On one hand, this phenomenon 

reiterates the persistently ambiguous relationship between national borders and political 

territories. On the other, it explicitly represents the ability of Shan migrants to navigate this 

ambiguous relationship to support their mobility across the national border of Burma and their 

settlement in Thailand.  

In this chapter, I will show how disparate political forces have created ‘strategic space’ 

(Menzies, 1992) within which to claim resources and control cross-border flows utilizing two 

main strategies: creating strategic space to outwit one another, and setting arbitrary rules to 

manage cross-border flows. First, I explore how the Burma Army, the Maha Ja family, the SSA-

S, and the Thai state have strengthened their political boundaries as strategic spaces to 

outmaneuver each other. Second, these political forces controlled cross-border flows through the 

implementation of arbitrary rules, while people simultaneously complied with and manipulated 

the rules proactively and reactively. They navigated their passages through political boundaries 

and national borders, resulting in an increase of human mobility and commodity flows against 

structural forces. In addition, successful cross-border Shan mobility in the present times 

illustrates people’s practices that have resulted from the historical development of state 

                                                           
1 Interview at Mae Hong Son Provincial Hall on December 21, 2012.   
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transformation in controlling resources, as described in the previous chapter, which has 

subsequently created new opportunities for people to be mobile.   

In terms of data-gathering methods for this chapter in particular, apart from my personal 

observations and research, I had the opportunity to talk with a volunteer Thai territory 

protection officer, or Oo So in Thai, who was assigned by the Mae Hong Son governor’s office to 

patrol along the border after Khun Sa’s surrender to the Burma Army until the early 2000s. One 

of his duties was collecting intelligence. Initially, I attempted to interview him regarding the 

political climate in the post-Khun Sa period. The interview was disappointing, however, as he 

was not confident in his ability to precisely recollect certain incidents. Helpfully, the following 

week he sent me a journal in which he had jotted down incidents he had considered important at 

the time. I read through his journal and realized that some of the events described in its contents 

had never been reported in any media, and were likely to be valuable for researchers like me to 

learn what the border climate was like after the establishment of the Nam Phueng border 

checkpoint. Some of his notes will appear in direct quotations throughout this chapter.  

 
 
Creating strategic spaces  
 

From the end of the 1960s to the mid-1990s, a decade after Burma’s independence from 

British colonialism followed by the period of intense ethnic civil wars, each political entity 

attempted to demarcate its boundaries to form strategic spaces within which to maintain their 

power and benefit from local resources and trade flows to finance their operations, as described 

in Chapter 2. On the Thai side, the frontiers were explicitly militarized by various forces, 

including border patrol police, rangers, and civilian border security forces.2 A base with 70 to 80 

officers was established as the furthest and final post on the Thai state’s territory. Although the 

Thai government attempted to control the border with the above-mentioned forces, their 

function and performance revealed lax and weak control, which created loopholes for border 

communities to manipulate the border regulations and eventually cross the international border 
                                                           
2 The main agency was Thailand’s Internal Security Operation Command (ISOC), which was transformed 
from the Communist Suppression Operations Command in the mid-1960s. It dispatched the Border 
Patrol Police (BPP, or Tamruat Trawen Chaidaen in Thai), army units, and border protection officers under 
the Fifth Border Control Force (Choot Kuab Koom Chai Daen Tii Ha in Thai). At an operational level, three 
main official units were based along the frontier. The first was the BPP, whose mission was to provide 
border security and to prevent drug trafficking. Second was the cooperative unit under the Mae Hong 
Son Provincial Governor, which was composed of the provincial police’s special operations unit, the 
Muang Mae Hong Son district police, the Volunteer Territorial Protection office under the Department 
of Administration, Ministry of Interior, and one officer from ISOC. This unit’s primary mission was to 
prevent drug trafficking and to gather intelligence. Third was the rangers or Black Panthers, whose 
mission was securing the border and gathering intelligence. 
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without much hindrance. Moreover, the Thai authorities’ missions overlapped due to an 

overabundance of officials and a more-than-ample number of officers deployed to the area. This, 

as a result, caused confusion to locals since they failed to distinguish which officers belonged to 

which units. Therefore, they came to recognize and name them according to the distinct colors 

of their uniforms.3  

The monitoring of border affairs following the border checkpoint’s establishment on the 

Thai side gradually led to more rigid enforcement under the border regime, which followed a 

more bureaucratic style. After dispatching a greater number of civilian officials, the Thai military 

reduced its manpower in the area. The special operational unit was transformed into a military 

force composed of cavalry and infantry officers. The border police patrol and rangers withdrew 

their units under an agreement with the Burma Army to remove military forces from the borders 

and to dispatch paramilitary or regular forces to operate instead.4 A more formal immigration 

control building operated between 1999 and 2002. The Mae Hong Son governor5 ordered the 

placing of large signboards attached to the building stating that Thai citizens were forbidden to 

cross to the other side from that point, while people in possession of a Burmese identification 

card (officially known as a National Registration Card [NRC] in Myanmar) were allowed to travel 

inside Thai territory no further than 12 kilometers. Shan individuals from Burma did not follow 

this rule, instead often traveling to Mae Hong Son and staying overnight at the homes of their 

relatives who had previously settled on Thai soil. Consequently, the governor altered the allowed 

distance from 12 kilometers from the border to the center of town—approximately 30 

kilometers from the border checkpoint. This abridged measure intended to control human flows 

across the border exemplifies the state’s regulations under the border regime, which failed to 

control the flexible mobility of the Shan. 

Prior to the official establishment of the customs office, Thai officials regularly 

demanded bribes from traders traveling from Shan State and aiming to continue to Mae Hong 

Son’s main town. Sai Ong Tun, while in his mid-40s, was a trader from Mawk Mai on the 

Salween’s western bank. He passed through an informal immigration control at the station 
                                                           
3 Choot kieaw [green uniform] was used to refer to the Border Patrol, choot leung [yellow uniform] 
represented the Provincial Police’s Special Operation Unit, choot kaki [khaki uniform] referred to Muang 
Mae Hong Son district police officers and the Voluntary Territory Protection officers as these two wore 
the same color uniform, and choot dam [black uniform] referred to the rangers or Black Panthers who wore 
black suits.  

4 Interview with SMG Kattapan Butkhan, head officer of Internal Security Operation Command (ISOC), 
military section, Mae Hong Son Province, on December, 20, 2012, and with SMG Surapol Kontasingha, 
who was based at the Nam Phueng Military Base from 2011 to 2012, on September 25, 2012. 

5 Poj Uthana was then the governor of Mae Hong Son province. 
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located at Nam Phueng village and paid a fee of 20 baht each time. He then paid additional fees 

to the Thai soldiers: 

 
In those days, fellow traders and I traded by riding mules. When we entered the Thai soil, 
we left our mules at the border post. Traders who transported their goods with mules 
had to pay 100 baht per animal to the Thai soldiers. I gave them 300 baht for three 
mules. After going through this process, I went to the town market to sell my goods. On 
the way back, I gave the Thai soldiers another 300 baht. Nonetheless, they often 
requested 800 baht.6 
 
 
As illustrated in Sai Ong Tun’s interview, soldiers and many of the Thai state officials 

charged extra fees from long-distance traders, despite lacking an official directive to do so. The 

Shan traders realized that the amount they paid was to facilitate their passage rather than to 

contribute to Thailand’s formal border economy. Nonetheless, a monetary exchange conducted 

in this situation could be interpreted as coercive gifting, akin to a bribe, since it involved cash 

(Noonan, 1984, p. xxi) rather than formal taxation. Furthermore, as these funds were demanded 

by Thai soldiers, they could be considered bribes based on the flexible continuum of gifting and 

bribery that are practiced in varying contexts (Polese, 2008).  

On the Shan State side, not long after Khun Sa surrendered to the Burma Army, the 

Burma Army granted Maha Ja permission to run several businesses, including logging 

concessions, gem mines, hotels, and other service industries, as well as trade under the Shan 

State South (SSS)-affiliated company that had branches in different townships (Irrawaddy, 2000; 

Pathan, 2002). The Maha Ja family created strategic space by explicitly taking over control of the 

area of the Salween’s east bank in order, with the tacit approval of the Burma Army, to control 

its population and resources. Some of the militia members working under Maha Ja had formerly 

been troops of Khun Sa’s. Between 1,300 and 1,500 soldiers remained in Homöng zones after 

they failed to escape by crossing the border to the Thai side prior to the Burma Army’s seizure 

of power from Khun Sa (approximately 500 militia members did manage to successfully flee to 

the Thai side of the border [Irrawaddy, 1997; 1998]). Others were previously aligned with the 

Shan State Army-North (SSA-N), which continued to face ongoing attacks by the Burma Army, 

but had decided to flee to the relative security provided by Maha Ja (S.H.A.N., 2011a).  

Not long after, due to his advanced age and illness, Maha Ja handed down administrative 

power to his eldest son, known as Chao Nu, in his 30s at the time. The control of resources and 

populations exerted by Maha Ja represented something more akin to a family business rather 

                                                           
6 Interview in Mae Hong Son’s town on December 27, 2012. 
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than a prolonged political movement. Still, Shan on both sides of the border perceived this 

family to be their rightful rulers, as indicated by their use of the prefix Chao Khun, meaning 

‘princely ruler’ or ‘lord’, when referring to Maha Ja and his son. In fact, Maha Ja and his elder 

brother were the descendants of a princely Wa ethnic clan from Ving Nguen in northern Shan 

State (Lintner, 1990, p. 106). The Wa brothers were among the local elites in Shan State to have 

successfully maintained their power since the colonial period, and their continued influence 

enabled them to assemble recruits for their militia in the civil war along Burma’s frontiers 

following Burma’s independence (Smith, 2007, p. 14).7  

 The Burma Army, meanwhile, consolidated its power after reclaiming territories from 

Khun Sa by installing a major military base on the Salween River’s eastern bank. In doing so, the 

central military established strategic space with which to assert its power and to counterbalance 

the presence and influence of the Maha Ja family and the SSA-S, a leading Shan rebel movement. 

The SSA-S came to be the foremost opposition force against the Burmese military in southern 

Shan State. Nearly every month, the Burmese commander of the eastern military base visited 

Homöng zones in proximity to the Thai border.8 This was contemporaneous with the Burma 

Army’s intensification of armed operations against ethnic resistance groups during this period, 

which has been identified as a factor to have prolonged conflicts along the border (Smith, 2007). 

 In December 2011, Chao Yod Serk, the leader of SSA-S, entered into a ceasefire 

agreement with the Burmese government after his faction officially merged with the SSA-N 

(Yawnghwe & Tin Maung Maung Tan, 2013, pp. 14–15). However, clashes between the two 

sides continued to occur occasionally.9 The SSA-S has been active in promoting the ideology of 

autonomy from the centralized Burmese state for Shan State, and passing this ideology on to 

younger generations. One method of accomplishing this is to draft young men and women from 

                                                           
7 A similar situation to that of Peng Jia Sheng and the Kokang Chinese (Kyu, 2016).  

8 Nearly every time high-ranking Burma Army officers, especially commanders of the eastern base, visited 
Homöng and the border checkpoint in Monna village, Maha Ja and his son would prepare a convoy of 
around 10 trucks to receive the delegation arriving from townships on the Salween River’s western bank. 
Additionally, the Burma Army commander based in Homöng was reshuffled approximately every three 
months. On the Salween River’s eastern bank, the Burmese military set up four bases equipped with large 
mortars adjacent to border villages and in the surrounding jungle, and rotated troops from different bases 
in townships to the west of the Salween to operate in the eastern bank areas. This information was culled 
from the Thai Volunteer Territory Protection officer’s journal. 

9 For example, on March 19, 2012, a clash between Burmese soldiers and those of the SSA-S broke out in 
Mongyawng, Shan State (Lawi Weng, 2012). Another incident took place on January 5, 2013, in Doi 
Naka, opposite to Thailand’s Rak Thai village, about twenty kilometers from Homöng (Khonkhurtai 
2012). Most recently, an incident occurred between February 22–24, 2013, in Shan State’s Kholam sub-
district (S.H.A.N., 2013b). 
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throughout Shan State, particularly males aged between 18 and 40 years, for training at its 

headquarters at Loi Tai Laeng (S.H.A.N., 2012b). Every year, on Shan National Day, February 7, 

the SSA-S conducts a spectacular military parade to demonstrate its power and weaponry to the 

broader populace. The SSA-S’s strategic space is thus enhanced through the welcoming of 

crowds of civilians to visit its militarized headquarters and witness its strength. Although the 

Burma Army has achieved domination of frontier areas, ethnic armed groups and political elites 

continue to maintain their respective areas of strategic space to control populations and continue 

benefiting from the resources involved with cross-border trade. 

 
 
Attempts of four political powers to outwit one another 

 
Attempting to outwit rivals is one strategy employed by political elites aiming to create 

‘strategic space’ (Menzies, 1992) in which to maintain their boundaries and claim resources (Das 

& Poole, 2004, p. 7). In concrete terms, the four state and state-like entities operating in the 

Thai-Burmese borderland created such arbitrary rules as the demarcation of the border in order 

to restrict cross-border flows of people and commodities, and to weaken their political 

opponents’ strength. Unsurprisingly, the border elites became concerned about the loss of 

benefits caused by such rules, so they in turn attempted to negotiate or outwit those who placed 

disadvantageous regulations upon them to allow for the continued movement of goods across 

political boundaries. Therefore, ‘strategic spaces’ were created by the ethnic and local elites to 

symbolically ignore and undermine the dominance of the nation-state, as well as to perpetuate 

their own power through spatial control over the mobility of people and commodities. 

The Burmese military’s order prohibited access to the route leading to the Nam Phueng 

border checkpoint by making the terrain impassable in what was likely an attempt to 

demonstrate its authority and ability to halt border flows. The following description is taken 

from the journal of the Thai territorial protection officer:  

 
On July 23, ‘02, the Burmese soldiers from the 514th battalion, Monna village, drove a 
Caterpillar D5 crawler tractor to dig a hole along the Thai-Burmese border, in Burma’s 
territory. The hole was ten meters wide by twenty meters long by two meters deep. This 
subsequently led to the closure of the border checkpoint [on the Thai side].  

 
 
Although the Burma Army and Maha Ja family had entered a ceasefire, their relationship 

proved to be inconsistently convivial. The 2002 incident in which the Burma Army effectively 

closed the border had a significantly detrimental effect on the Maha Ja family and civilians in the 

area who relied on income from cross-border trade for their basic daily needs. Maha Ja knew of 
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the Burma Army’s plans beforehand and intervened, as described in the Thai officer’s journal 

below. Maha Ja’s response to a July 2002 order from the Burma Army unit stationed in Homöng 

serves as an example of outwitting state political power. Meanwhile, he required a strategic 

alliance with the Thai officers in order to outwit the orders of the Burma Army, which would 

have prevented the Maha Ja family from benefitting from the taxation on trucks crossing the 

border to Thailand. 

 
On July 22, ‘02, at about 20.00 hr., Colonel Maha Ja with 30 armed guerrillas invaded the 
Thai border, traveling about seventy meters [into Thai territory]. He intended to smuggle 
trucks from the Thai border. Then he negotiated [with the Thai army] beforehand in 
order to move the trucks into Burma’s territory, acknowledging that the Burmese soldiers 
had received a command from Yangon to close the border to obstruct him from 
transporting the trucks to Homöng […]. 
 
 
The border checkpoint remained closed for more than a year. On August 28, 2003, Maha 

Ja dispatched tractor-operating members of his militia to pave paths for vehicles to access the 

border checkpoint. During this period, income generated through the taxation of Japanese-origin 

used trucks coming from Thailand was significant to Maha Ja family. From February to May 

2003, approximately 40 vehicles were scheduled to be transported through the Nam Phueng 

checkpoint on their way to Mandalay.10 The price of each truck was between 90 to 120 million 

kyat, or 300,000 to 400,000 baht. The purchasers of the vehicles, both individuals and firms in 

Myanmar, were required to pay 100,000 kyat per truck to the Maha Ja family for the permission 

to transport the vehicles through the family’s territory. After being moved from the Thai border, 

the trucks had to first be kept at either Monna village or Maha Ja’s Suan Mawk residence in the 

Homöng zone. If the buyers of the trucks had not yet settled the taxes, the convoy of trucks was 

stopped before crossing the Salween River. One such case occurred in April 2004, in which a 

convoy of 15 trucks ordered by a company in Mandalay was halted because of the truck-

purchasing company’s delayed tax payment. Maha Ja proposed that he would allow the trucks to 

continue on to Mandalay on the condition that the company gifted five cars to him: one for 

himself, one for the commander of the Burmese unit, and the remainder for top-ranking Burma 

Army officers. 

The Burma Army still depended on its alliance with the Maha Ja family to balance the 

recalcitrant power of the SSA-S against the Burmese regime. During my field research, members 

                                                           
10 This data has been gleaned from the Volunteer Territory Protection officer’s journal. Two car 
companies in partnership were Taikyo Sanyo company, based in Thailand, and Intergo, based in 
Mandalay, Myanmar. 
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of locals communities revealed to me that Burmese soldiers posted at the Maha Ja family’s zones 

commonly expressed fear and uncertainty due to the proximity of the SSA-S’s headquarters at 

Loi Tai Laeng. Meanwhile, the Burma Army and Maha Ja family developed mutual strategic 

space that allowed both parties to benefit from checkpoints and small posts in areas they 

controlled, ensuring both gained financially from those traveling across the national border.11 For 

example, Burmese officers and Maha Ja family jointly operated a ferry service carrying passengers 

across the Salween River in southern Shan State.  

The SSA-S also developed its own attempts to outwit its rival political entities. The SSA-

S occasionally challenged the political legitimacy of Maha Ja in hopes of building momentum 

towards a contest of power in southern Shan State, and to claim its share of the benefits of 

cross-border trade. Some such incidents were detailed by the aforementioned Thai officer in the 

private journal he kept at the time: 

 
On Oct. 27, 2003, the SSA minority group with approximately 50 troops detained a male 
trader and his cattle. They demanded a ransom of 500 baht per animal. Maha Ja’s cronies 
then brought 40,000 baht to pay the ransom.  

 
 
In November of the same year, the SSA-S kidnapped another cattle trader and his 

animals, demanding a ransom of 80,000 baht.12 The SSA-S expressed their interest in sharing 

benefits of trading in Shan State with Maha Ja. The Shan insurgent group proposed that Maha Ja 

provide the SSA-S six million baht, 3,000 sacks of rice, 1,500 camouflage military uniforms, and 

1,500 pairs of boots each year. However, Maha Ja negotiated to turn over four million baht in 

two installations of two million, 1,000 sacks of rice, and left the number of the other requested 

items unchanged.13 It was also reported that part of the agreement was that if the SSA-S militias 

decided to desert their base at Loi Tai Laeng, they would surrender to Maha Ja and ask for his 

protection against the Burma Army while sharing information about SSA-S’s strategies for 

attacking the Burma Army. Nonetheless, the Burma Army was aware of the clandestine 

relationship between the Maha Ja family and the SSA-S, and considered the Maha Ja family’s 

potential support of the recalcitrant Shan movements to be a significant concern. The worry 

                                                           
11 Interview with Miew Lah in Nakong village, Shan State, on March 10, 2013. 

12 Data collected from the Volunteer Territory Protection officer’s journal. 

13 Ibid.  



Busarin Lertchavalitsakul 

61 

 

proved to be well grounded, as in fact representatives of the Maha Ja family and SSA-S met 

regularly in Mae Hong Son town.14 

The relationship between the Burma Army and the local Thai state in Mae Hong Son 

province also included attempts by one to outwit the other. An example occurred in October 

2004 when the Mae Hong Son government announced its intention to flatten the surface of the 

earth surrounding the border checkpoint. The local government’s objective was to improve 

efficiency for transportation at the border, but the Burma Army rejected this plan. While the 

Burma Army did not respond to the Thai state’s proposal with outright hostility, it did paralyze 

attempts to improve the ease with which local villagers and commodities could flow across the 

border.  

The four political forces’ seeking to consolidate their respective powers and to establish 

individual strategic spaces by outwitting one another came to realize that unlikely alliances were 

necessary to protect their access to the benefits of cross-border trade. The various elites also 

extracted resources through the imposition of aggressive measures, such as the kidnapping of 

civilian cattle traders. Considering cattle as a commodity from another perspective, the animals’ 

high economic value was not only due to their ability to increase the mobility of traders from 

Shan State to the Thai border during the ethnic insurgency taking place in the frontiers of Shan 

State (described in Chapter 2). The political elites also demonstrated that they considered this 

commodity intertwined with social values by using cattle, not individual people, as the object of 

ransoms on the condition that the passage of humans and commodities would be unrestricted. 

Therefore, the kidnapping of cattle traders as human beings was not as strategic in terms of 

economic value as that of the animals’ price at the market. While rice as a staple item remained 

valuable for basic needs, the military uniforms demanded by the SSA-S metaphorically provoked 

a sense of ethno-nationalism for autonomy of the Shan training for revolution at Loi Tai Laeng. 

Such kidnapping cases indeed emphasized the relationship between the political powers 

attempting to outwit one other by restricting human and commodity flows in order to gain 

financial benefit. 

For both political and economic purposes, the relationship between the Maha Ja family 

and local Thai officials tended toward friendly cooperation. The Thai government’s policy of 

befriending ethnic insurgent groups in Burma had been in place since the early 1970s. Its 

purpose was to allow the insurgent groups to serve as proxy forces in securing Thailand’s 

territories from attacks by the Burma Army, and to enable logging concession deals between 

                                                           
14 Data gathered from my own observations during fieldwork conducted in 2012 to 2013. 
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Thai businessmen and ethnic insurgent groups. Nonetheless, the political borderscape was 

characterized by instability and uncertainty at various times. In 2001, the Nam Phueng 

checkpoint was temporarily closed by the Thai authorities for one year without any official 

announcements. The president of Mae Hong Son’s Chamber of Commerce15 initiated informal 

dialogue with Maha Ja on January 8, 2003, to discuss reopening the border checkpoint.16 In 

another instance, in January 2007, Direk Konklip, governor of Mae Hong Son province, ordered 

the temporary closure of Nam Phueng checkpoint with the aim of battling human trafficking 

syndicates and following the suggestion of local military forces.17  

The Thai state also staked claim to its territory in formal and informal ways with an eye 

toward protecting its economic interests. During my fieldwork in 2012 and 2013, several groups 

of district and provincial officials in Mae Hong Son province contacted a mediator who was a 

cross-border trader from the Thai side to organize a meeting with Chao Nu, Maha Ja’s eldest 

son. This activity followed the implementation of the ASEAN Economic Community as a policy 

of the Thai national government towards the provincial level in Mae Hong Son. The local 

government vigorously sought the upgrade of the Nam Phueng channel to a permanent 

international border checkpoint as a gateway to connect Thailand with Myanmar via Taunggyi, 

the capital of Shan State, approximately 180 kilometers from the Nam Phueng checkpoint. Chao 

Nu repeatedly expressed his agreement for any development projects offered by the Thai 

government, as long as the Thai government supported the projects financially, especially ones 

that would improve the condition of roads in Homöng. This was in contradiction to the 

Burmese government’s plan for improving roads and other infrastructure. Whereas the central 

authorities initiated limited projects to improve roads in remote areas of the country, including 

southern Shan State, such projects had not yet benefitted Homöng because it was considered 

part of the Maha Ja family’s jurisdiction. The actual implementation of any projects by the Mae 

Hong Son government never occurred because such an agreement was not allowed to be made 

between state and non-state entities.18 

From my observations, the Maha Ja family exhibited greater negotiating power than the 

Thai authorities, and more influence over border communities, although the Maha Ja family and 

Shan residing in Homöng explicitly depended on Thai commodities for daily life. When the Nam 

                                                           
15 Thanat Sin-ananwanich was then president of Mae Hong Son’s Chamber of Commerce.  

16 See http://travel.sanook.com/news/news_07598.php, accessed September 20, 2011. 

17 Specifically, Special Unit Infantryman Department 7 under Thailand’s Third Army. 

18 This analysis is informed by data provided by local Thai officials in Mae Hong Son in May 2014.  

http://travel.sanook.com/news/news_07598.php
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Phueng channel was immediately closed following the May 22, 2014, coup in Thailand, Thai 

traders were temporarily prohibited from sending goods across the border. Soon after, Chao Nu 

pressured the Mae Hong Son government to re-open the border due to a shortage of necessary 

goods. The border channel was then opened for three days each week until a month after the 

coup, when it returned to normal operations. The Mae Hong Son provincial government has 

continued to promote cross-border trade through this channel, even though the volume of trade 

and resulting benefits are fairly small, because it considers the border channel to be an asset that 

strengthens its ability to negotiate with the central Burmese government within the recent 

context of enhanced Southeast Asian regional cooperation. As for its relationship with the SSA-

S, local Thai authorities and businesspeople have recently changed their perception towards Loi 

Tai Leang, envisioning it as a potential new tourist destination for adventure trips across the 

border (Kom Chat Luek Newspaper, 2010).   

Meanwhile, violent clashes between the Burma Army and SSA-S continue to occur 

occasionally. The Burma Army’s current strategy of containment for SSA-S includes attempts to 

downsize the latter’s military forces. In 2007, the Burma Army destroyed opium fields in SSA-S-

controlled zones in southern Shan State in order to diminish the economic capacity of the SSA-S 

to launch incursions against the Burmese government (S.H.A.N., 2007). The relationship 

between the local Thai government and the SSA-S has also shifted unpredictably, notably so 

after the Thai military instituted intermittent inspections of the territory demarcation between 

Pangmapha district, Mae Hong Son province, the SSA-S headquarters at Loi Tai Laeng, and 

civilian households in the proximity during the early 2000s. During this period, the Thai army 

repeatedly attempted to retrieve sections of its territory that had been occupied by the SSA-S. 

For instance, during the rainy season of 2005, Thai soldiers relocated 50 households totaling 200 

to 300 individuals who were believed to have illegally settled on Thai soil to the Shan State side 

of the border in the area of Kong Mung Möng.19 At the end of 2011, the SSA-S ordered the 

relocation of a temple, a small hospital, and several households from the Shan side of the border 

zone, attempting to redraw more solid boundaries.20 In August 2012, 17 households were 

uprooted, although SSA-S representatives denied this claim, stating that the households were 

situated on sites belonging to Burma since the period of British colonization. 

Examples of attempts by the four main polities to outwit one another reflect the 

multifaceted dynamics of the borderscape, emphasizing the elites’ efforts to create strategic 

                                                           
19 See Prachatai (2012); I myself also visited this new settlement in 2010 and 2016. 

20 See ASTV Daily Manager (2012) and Prachatai (2012).  

http://www.prachatai.com/journal/2012/08/42281
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space, extend their individual powers far beyond nation-state territories, and maintain their 

strengths in competing against one another for control. Efforts to re-demarcate the border were 

aimed at expanding dominance in the strategic spaces that states used to claim their territories. In 

particular, the Thai state employed the strategy of redrawing demarcation lines in order to assert 

its domination over the access to and use of border resources. Nonetheless, border communities 

on the Shan State side reacted to such attempts at spatial control by relocating their settlements 

because they refused to submit to such arbitrary claims. They preferred to relocate their 

communities to areas in proximity with the Thai state’s territory yet away from the redrawn 

border lines, allowing their continued mobility and access to resources beyond the borders.  

The four state and state-like agencies active on the border have persistently sought to 

create their own strategic spaces in which to extract resources from their populations. Some 

economically valuable commodities like cattle were significant to the political elites, as the 

animals constituted the actual leverage point in the setting of ransoms because the amounts were 

determined based on the value of the animals, not their kidnapped traders. Pick-up trucks were 

also crucial for the use of the elites in their attempts to outwit oppositional powers. Strategic 

commodities related to warfare, such as soldier uniforms, inspired the belief that certain polities 

were involved in military missions and required certain elements to symbolize the unity of their 

rebel movement. However, the outwitting of attempts by another political power to create 

strategic space could be used to influence negotiations among them in order to maintain their 

continued access to benefits. Subsequently, these strategies of outwitting eventually allowed for 

the flows of humans and goods to continue passing through both political boundaries and 

nation-state borders. 

 
 
Arbitrary rules 
 

In the post-Khun Sa era, political powers’ formation and transformation were seen 

aligned with diverse characteristic of states, states-within-states, and state-like entities. The local 

Thai state explicitly represented a state agency in the securing of national territories and 

sovereignty, as discussed in the previous section. The Maha Ja family and the SSA-S constituted 

strategic space of their own in order to partake in the financial benefits of cross-border trade. 

They acted as states-within-states, state-like entities, or ‘twilight institutions’ in that neither 

constituted a de jure state, but both legitimately exercised de facto public authority (Lund, 2006b, 

pp. 695–696). The Burma Army, despite functioning as a state agency, lacked absolute 

dominance over certain state territories and populations that were subjugated to the Maha Ja 

family and the SSA-S. Therefore, these political elites controlled and extracted resources from 
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their territories through the setting of arbitrary rules that limited the exercise of their power to be 

inconsistent and misaligned with practices of good governance. In this section, I look at the 

setting of arbitrary rules by the Maha Ja family and the SSA-S to control the cross-border flows 

traversing political boundaries in southern Shan State. First, I explore the Maha Ja family’s rules 

impacting cross-border flows on three sections with regard to the areas of: 1. Commodities, 2. 

Vehicles, and 3. Passengers, as shown in Fig. 3.1. In this chapter, I will focus on the domains of 

vehicles and passengers, while the rules on commodities will be detailed in Chapter 5. 

 

  
 
 

In relation to rules corresponding to the management of commodities, I explain briefly 

here that the former militia members of Maha Ja’s SSS Company, on behalf of the Maha Ja 

family, built new posts for the levying of taxes on certain commodities carried by traders, such as 

cattle, used motorcycles, and second-hand pick-up trucks following the cessation of the Khun Sa 

era. Regarding rules for passengers crossing back-and-forth between Shan State and the Thai 

border through the Nam Phueng checkpoint, cross-border transporters on the Shan state side 

were made to declare the number of their passengers at checkpoints manned by personnel of the 

SSS, in order that the SSS could charge taxes deducted from passengers’ fares. Most of the 

passengers were labor migrants who only held Burmese identity cards. Contrary to the traditional 

use of a passport to establish identity during international travel, Burmese identity cards 

belonging to labor migrants in this context established their status as legal migrant workers under 

an MOU signed by the Myanmar and Thai governments to legalize undocumented migrants and 

increase the number of migrants allowed in Thailand each year (Mon, 2010). Transporters were 

required to present their passengers’ identity cards at each checkpoint so that the personnel 

could claim fees calculated from the number of passengers. However, many Shan were either 

unable to procure Burmese identity cards prior to their migration to Thailand, lost them while 

Figure 3.1: Rules posted in Homöng in 

both Burmese (left) and Shan (right) 

languages attempt to manage vehicles, 

passengers, and their belongings.  
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moving across the border, or failed to have them renewed prior to expiration. Those who lacked 

such cards and could not identify themselves with passports found creative solutions to their 

dilemma. The main administrative office in Homöng would issue a document called toak khan za 

[Burmese], a type of certification written by the head of a kyay ywar oke su [Burmese: a village-

tract, an administrative unit above village]21 known as oke ka hta [Burmese], that guaranteed the 

identity of the person in order that they be granted a period of stay in Myanmar for a charge of 

200 baht. Shan travelers could use toak khan za (Fig. 3.2) as an identification document within the 

granted period.22 This document became a small mechanism that facilitated the legal travel of 

Shan through all parts of Myanmar. Meanwhile, the Maha Ja family established arbitrary rules in 

its territory aligned with the Burmese bureaucracy. In addition to the rule related to identification 

documents, all passengers over the age of 13 were obliged to pay fares. Two other rules were set 

to regulate passengers’ personal belongings: they were allowed to carry not more than one bag, 

and all passengers were prohibited from carrying illegal items. However, the rules written on 

official boards (Fig. 3.1) failed to clearly explain what items were considered illegal, which created 

loopholes for political elites to set additional arbitrary rules.  

 

  
 

                                                           
21 In some contexts, it is equivalent to yay kwat lu gyi. 

22 More details are described in Lertchavaitsakul (2014b). 

Figure 3.2: “Toak khan za” document issued by 
the head of a village-track granting special permission to  
travel within Myanmar. 
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Despite guidelines affecting the movement of people and commodities, no official 

policies were propagated to manage the cross-border movement of vehicles. Indeed, the Maha Ja 

family granted permission to pick-up truck drivers shuttling passengers through its political 

territories, including those with vehicles purchased and driven across its territories to the Salween 

River’s west bank. Although the country lacked a nationally-implemented registration system, the 

central Burmese authorities attempted to standardize vehicle registration to reduce the number 

of illegal vehicles licensed by powerful elites and leaders of ethnic groups (Aung Thet Wine, 

2010). During my fieldwork in 2013, I often heard cross-border traders negotiating truck 

purchases and discussing the amount they were to be taxed by the Thai government and the 

Maha Ja family. In Homöng, only vehicles on which the purchasers had paid taxes were allowed 

to be operated throughout this zone. Additionally, those who use their vehicles frequently are 

required to have themselves and their vehicles registered into a system based in Homöng, after 

which the drivers are able to procure a vehicle license plate with two Burmese letters referring to 

Homöng. The one-time registration cost in 2013 was 50,000 baht, with the license plate 

remaining valid until the registered vehicle was no longer in use. The license plate is only valid 

within the area of southern Shan State, not extending as far as the state capital of Taunggyi. 

Therefore, vehicle owners are made to obtain national license plates if they aim to travel 

nationwide. However, drivers who have only national license plates are restricted from operating 

their vehicles within the Maha Ja family-controlled zone. If a civilian desires to drive his truck 

across the political territories of the Burmese and the Maha Ja family, he will be obliged to obtain 

two license plates. This registration system concerning drivers and vehicles explicitly illustrates 

the Maha Ja family’s arbitrary rules that are often inconsistently enforced and subject to change. 

It also emphasizes how the political elites’ utilize arbitrary rules to create and maintain strategic 

space within their political boundaries.  

During the period of my fieldwork, there were 99 truck drivers who transported people 

on routes between Homöng and the Thai border who were registered in the Homöng vehicle 

registration system. The drivers worked according to a queue system. The license plate numbers 

of their trucks were written on blackboards at the head office in Homöng, at two posts on the 

eastern and western banks of the Salween River, and at a post in Monna village. The drivers 

whose queue number was called would be issued a small paper (Fig. 3.3) by the SSS Company at 

the first checkpoint they encountered on their journey. On the way to Shan State from the Thai 

border, the first post is in Monna village. In the other direction, the first checkpoint is on the 

Salween’s western bank. The drivers are made to stop to record their license number and declare 

the number of passengers they are transporting between the Thai border and Homöng. This 
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queue system is also applied to ensure that the truck drivers carry food and goods for the Maha 

Ja family between Homöng and Nam Sang, where Maha Ja resides for a majority of the year, and 

where the largest SSS militia base is located in Pang Laeng.23 

Apart from truck registration, three other transportation rules are enforced in the Maha 

Ja family’s territories, including two rules posted in both Burmese and Shan languages (Fig. 3.1). 

The first and most important rule is that drivers can carry no more than 16 passengers in each 

truck. To monitor drivers’ compliance, the SSS company’s employees stationed at each post ask 

the drivers to declare their number of passengers in order to tax the traders. However, it is 

permissible for a truck to transport young passengers, including babies or small children 

travelling with their parents, without the children being counted toward the maximum number 

allowed. Fundamentally, the Maha Ja family and its SSS Company exercise their public authority 

in instituting rules in the same fashion as a typical modern state. More importantly, communities 

living in the Maha Ja family’s territory and drivers of pick-up trucks making cross-territory trips 

acquiesce to following the rules, to being taxed, and to being exploited to transport certain goods 

to the residence of the Maha Ja family. 

 
 

  
 
 

Compared to those living under the arbitrary rules of the Maha Ja family, individuals 

living in the territory of the SSA-S do not encounter such rigidity. On a daily basis, Shan traders 

living in Loi Tai Laeng regularly depart from the SSA-S’s headquarters, and continue to cross the 

                                                           
23 Shan locals described this to me on May 20, 2014, while I was sitting at the Salween River, waiting to 
take a truck back to the Thai border. I saw four or five SSS personnel in their uniforms loading rice sacks 
and other goods onto one truck. 

Figure 3.3: A small piece of paper for truck 
drivers in the Maha Ja family’s territory issued 
by the SSS Company under its company’s 
management.  
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international border to enter Thailand at the center of Pangmapha district. They regularly pass 

through the Thai officials’ checkpoints without any rigid checks, as they are familiar faces to the 

Thai military. The Shan cross the international border easily, allowing them to earn an income 

while providing basic resources for soldiers and civilians at Loi Tai Laeng. For non-familiar 

faces, especially traders who come from Shan State’s interiors, it is more likely that they will 

encounter arbitrary rules set by the SSA-S regarding the collection of taxes to fund insurgency 

movements on goods taken across the border (Lintner, 1989, p. 156; Mirante, 1993, pp. 21-23; 

Jirattikorn, 2011, p. 25). In 2004, the Shan rebel movement announced a tax on traders of 5,000 

Thai baht per year for those owning a pick-up truck, and 10,000 baht annually for those 

operating a larger truck. In 2011, during ceasefire negotiations between representatives of the 

Burmese government and the SSA-S, one condition insisted on by the Burmese was that the 

SSA-S would discontinue its taxation of cross-border traders and Shan migrants where SSA 

bases were located (S.H.A.N., 2012a; 2012b). However, during 2012 and 2013, a few traders 

confirmed to me that the 2004 taxation policy was still being enforced. The SSA-S requested they 

contribute finances to help support their troops; however, the implementation of the rule also 

depended on whether they encountered Shan troops along the way. If they did not, they were 

exempt.      

In the opposite direction, the SSA-S has set out to control the flow of Thai citizens 

entering its territories. In recent times, several groups of visitors from Thailand have been 

interested in visiting Loi Tai Laeng as a new tourist destination not far from Mae Hong Son, 

including media crews who attempt to cover the SSA-S’s National Day celebrations in early 

February of every year. I myself visited Loi Tai Laeng in February 2013. To obtain my permit to 

travel there, Thai acquaintances of mine contacted representatives of the SSA-S in advance. My 

associates provided the SSA-S with the proposed traveler’s names, the license plate number, and 

the vehicle’s features such as type, color, and brand. There was only one direct route from 

Pangmapha district to Loi Tai Laeng by car on minor road no. 1226 to reach Pangkam village on 

the Thai side before entering the headquarters of the SSA-S. There were four points operated by 

both Thai army soldiers and territorial protection officers where all vehicles were made to stop 

for the Thai authorities’ inspection of vehicles and passengers. Travelers to Loi Tai Laeng may 

encounter minor difficulties, but these are typically resolved through gentle explanations of their 

objectives in visiting the SSA-S headquarters.  

 The cases of human and commodity flows passing through political boundaries 

described thus far have emphasized the political powers’ attempts at creating strategic space 

through the setting of arbitrary rules. The rules implemented by the Maha Ja family explicitly 
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illustrate the elites’ illegitimacy in controlling flows of humans and goods, such as with its 

prescribed rules relating to the Homöng-based vehicle registration system, which itself is not 

aligned with Myanmar’s central policies. Meanwhile, because such local elites are acknowledged 

by the Burmese government as states-within-a-state, people on the ground are compelled to 

comply with rules allowed by Burma’s bureaucratic loopholes in which authorities are able to 

grant permits to facilitate the cross-territory movement of Shan who do not possess national 

identity cards. The SSA-S’s setting of regulations bear some similarities with that of the Maha Ja 

family, especially the illegal taxation of cross-border traders, which helps constitute its power as a 

state-like polity (see Lund, 2006b, pp. 695–696; Hoffmann et al., 2016). Meanwhile, its rules 

toward controlling people’s passage through its territories are aligned with Thailand’s loose 

immigration control on both Shan migrants and its Thai citizens. As a result, Shan mobility in 

traversing political boundaries and nation-state borders has gradually increased.   

 
 
Border communities’ attempts to outwit political powers 
 

The creation of strategic space by political elites pronouncing arbitrary rules to manage 

cross-border flows and seeking to outwit one another may inhibit the transportation of people 

and goods. However, communities involved with cross-border refuse to totally adhere to such 

rules or to constantly capitulate to such powers. Individuals in such communities also attempt to 

outwit structural forces, such as by elevating their influence as mediators in the political elites’ 

contestation of power, by seeking ways to avoid paying informal taxes or have fees extracted 

from their trade activities, and by negotiating with such powers when occasions allow. During 

the period of my fieldwork, relations between the Burmese and Thai military forces were 

functioning well, as evidenced by both sides participating in meetings with the goal of forging 

stronger ties on the condition that they could enter into the other’s territory without official army 

uniforms in order to symbolize their friendship rather than acting in a militarized manner. 

Representatives of the two militaries aimed to meet twice a week for mutual activities, e.g. having 

luncheons, playing sports, and performing joint patrols, in order to exchange information and 

intelligence regarding border affairs. Nonetheless, activities in which soldiers of the Thai and 

Myanmar armies participated were facilitated by key actors of the border communities, primarily 

those who were prominent cross-border traders and powerful local leaders along the border. 

 
Forging relationships through traditional and religious activities  

 
In general, border communities employ religious and traditional activities as 

opportunities to ease efforts of the Thai military to enforce regulations on the border. For 
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instance, a prominent Shan temple in Monna village houses an abbot who is well-known and 

respected as a fortuneteller among both Shan and Thai Buddhist communities. Groups of Thai 

civilians periodically accompany their superiors and influential businessmen across the border to 

have their fortunes told by the Shan abbot. Another example involves merit-making by Thai 

Buddhists at different times of the year. Thai border authorities regularly demonstrate their 

generosity with donations of food and consumer goods, and organization of charity events, in 

the village on the Shan State side. For instance, in January 2013, the Thai army held a Thai 

Children’s Day celebration in Monna village, inviting children from both sides of the border to 

celebrate together. Furthermore, high-ranking officers of the Burma Army often walk to the 

border checkpoint area to purchase items they require from Thai traders from Mae Hong Son’s 

market, and this is done with the tacit permission of the Thai military. Local villagers on the Thai 

side manage to cross the border rather conveniently, while non-locals succeed in doing so for 

religious purposes, as well as to perform philanthropic activities.  

 
Negotiation with political powers  

 
As political elites attempt to outwit each other to maintain and extend their power, the 

resulting instability has subsequent effects on border communities and cross-border trade. 

However, the communities react to and negotiate with the elites’ arbitrary rules with something 

other than consistent submissiveness. For example, every year in early February, the SSA-S 

celebrates Shan National Day—a special occasion in which thousands of Shan travel to Loi Tai 

Laeng to participate. Some operate stalls and sell food, drinks, and other products to visitors. In 

contrast, the Burma Army does not consider Shan National Day a cause for celebration. It has 

attempted on numerous occasions to prevent the SSA-S from increasing the number of people 

that voluntarily join the festivities. In February 2013, after the Shan National Day celebration, 

the Burma Army ordered the closure of all Salween River crossing services. By strategically 

reacting to the arbitrariness of the political power, Shan traders learnt well how to cope with the 

trouble:   

 
The Burma Army shut down the service at the Salween crossing spot. It enforced 
restrictions on Shan people, preventing them from traveling for a few days after Shan 
National Day. We were stuck on both sides of the river, having no proper places to stay, 
and we finished all the food we had prepared for traveling. To solve this problem, one 
person had to coordinate with the SSA-S to negotiate with the Burma Army to resume 
the ferry services. During this season, the Burma Army worked more actively than 
normal. Many times they asked for travelers’ names, while in other seasons they did not.24 

                                                           
24 This conversation with San Ta, a cross-border driver from Lankhur, was held at the Nam Phueng 
checkpoint on February 24, 2013. 
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Everyday crossing of political boundaries  
 
Despite the demarcation of the border between the Maha Ja family’s territory within the 

Burmese state and Thailand’s Mae Hong Son province, people and goods flow beyond the state 

territories overlaid by three sets of political boundaries, namely, those of the Maha Ja family in 

Homöng, the Thai state, and the SSA-S. People’s crossing of political boundaries on the ground 

metaphorically blurs nation-state demarcations. Fig. 3.4 below contains five icons. The first (no. 

1) represents the barbwire that serves as an international demarcation between Myanmar and 

Thailand, followed by a temple (no. 2), a school (no. 3), another temple (no. 4), and a Thai 

military base (no. 5). Icons 1–4 indicate four channels used by Shan people to simply cross the 

border from the Maha Ja family’s territory of Homöng to predominantly Shan villages on the 

Thai side, through the backs of a village (no. 1), two temples (no. 2 and no. 4), and a school (no. 

3). In the past, the area of the current Thai military base (no. 5) was another channel through 

which locals walked across the border. This route became defunct after the Thais established the 

military base.  

 
Figure 3.4: Channels and routes that Shan people use to cross political territories. 
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Despite the Thai military’s attempts to monitor border-crossing from the other side, a 

considerable number of Shan successfully traverse the border regularly through channels 1–4. 

People generally enjoy problem-free crossing during traditional Shan celebrations organized by 

villages on the Thai side of the border at the two temples (no. 2 and no. 4). Shan from the other 

side are allowed to cross the border to operate small stalls selling refreshments and homemade 

products during the festivities. Meanwhile, a sizable number of children from Homöng are 

enrolled in the Thai village’s school (no. 3 in Fig. 3.4). Shan schoolchildren board at the school 

from Sunday night to Friday afternoon. On Friday afternoons, the children travel in a group 

back to their homes in Homöng. The cross-border journey takes around four-to-five hours on 

foot, including stopping to eat prepared food. The children stay with their parents during the 

weekends and begin their return trip to school on Sunday mornings. The examples of the 

Homöng-based villagers visiting traditional Shan events and the schoolchildren walking back-

and-forth between their home and school in the Thai village represent examples of rather 

convenient international mobility due to the absence of official border demarcations. These 

forms of mobility have been practiced for many decades, as many villagers maintained 

connections with villages in Homöng in the past, especially during the Khun Sa period. Villagers 

from the Thai side would commonly travel to villages in Homöng to sell foods and products to 

the warlord’s soldiers.  

Traversing between the political territories of the Maha Ja family, the Thai state, and the 

SSA-S seems to be a nonissue for the people of the area. As shown in Fig. 3.4, people are able to 

cross the border to Thailand without encountering any official immigration controls. Border-

crossers can take route A, continuing to the highway and reaching the center of Pangmapha 

district, or take route B to reach Loi Tai Laeng. Route C leads directly to Loi Tai Laeng from 

Thailand’s highway no. 1095. By taking routes B or C, Shan based at the SSA-S’s headquarters at 

Loi Tai Laeng can access Thai territory, travel further to Pangmapha district, and continue on to 

Chiang Mai province. These informal routes allow them to traverse political territories even more 

conveniently with the support of strong networks on the Thai side, facilitated by the loose 

control of the border by Thai authorities in this area.  

In addition to human flows, the magnitude of the cross-border flow of commodities, 

especially of homemade foods and other goods from Shan State’s interiors to SSA-S’s 

headquarters during special occasions, is highly visible. In February 2013, I witnessed people 

carrying goods across the border from Homöng to Thai territory to reach Loi Tai Laeng prior to 

the commencement of Shan National Day festivities. Several groups of Shan travelled with 

trucks and stopped at one village in Homöng. Although confronted by small barbwire fences 
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signifying the border’s demarcation, they easily passed over and through the fences. They met up 

with trucks driven by SSA-S civilians or soldiers that drove them the rest of the way to Loi Tai 

Laeng. These preparations had been made beforehand, and revealed that this channel was 

commonly used as an everyday site of border-crossing. Shan people barely recognize or imagine 

the nation-state boundary as interruptive to their mobility and goods-flows. Rather, they find 

ways to avoid or outwit such nation-state boundaries. Furthermore, such situations as described 

here reflect the long-standing characteristics of the frontier that remain despite efforts made by 

the border regime to control the movement of people and goods. Although the Thai state has 

clearly established demarcations of the border to control and obstruct the passage of border-

crossers, the Shan continue to make the nation-state boundary fluid and suitable for their needs.  

 

   
 

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3.5: Two Shans walking across the 
border (channel no.1 in Fig. 3.4), carrying 
goods to sell on Shan National Day in February 
2013. 
 

Figure 3.6 (left): The hiking trail from 
Homöng to reach the back of the temple (channel 
no. 2 in Fig. 3.4). 
 

Figure 3.7 (right): The back of the school 
building (channel no. 3 in Fig. 3.4), a sign 
indicating to the Shan schoolchildren that they 
have arrived back at their boarding school every 
Sunday afternoon. 
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Conclusion 
 

The creation of strategic space by the four polities operating in this borderland—the 

Burma Army, the Thai state, the Maha Ja family, and the SSA-S following the Khun Sa era—is a 

central theme of this chapter. I look at these political forces as representing a state agency, local 

state officials, border elites, and an armed ethnic rebel group all seeking to consolidate their 

powers in controlling cross-border flows of humans and commodities. By claiming resources 

over space, these four political powers continually seek to outwit one another and perpetuate 

their power, which consequently leads to interruptions and suspensions of human and 

commodity flows across the political boundaries and national borders. However, these political 

powers remain concerned about their shares of the benefits to be gained from cross-border 

trade. As a result of the political powers’ efforts to outwit one another to create and maintain 

strategic space, negotiations have been made to subsequently ease and allow cross-border 

activities to occur. Yet, another aspect of the political powers’ attempts to outwit is reflected in 

the relationship between human mobility and the dynamic social statuses and meanings of 

commodities, resonating with what is described in Chapter 2 about how the social lives of 

particular commodities have impacted cross-border mobility. The specific commodities 

discussed in this chapter—pick-up trucks, cattle, necessary items such as rice, and those 

symbolizing (ethno) nationalist ideologies struggling for autonomy, such as soldier’s uniforms—

have all been symbolically used in connection with people’s restrictions and freedom to move 

across political boundaries. Pick-up trucks were prohibited from being moved across nation-state 

and political boundaries, as they were considered highly valued commodities. Cattle (and their 

traders) were held for ransom. Rice was considered a staple item by political powers that 

demanded cross-border traders to carry the item under arbitrary rules. And the soldiers’ 

uniforms represented a crucial symbolic commodity of warfare. 

Another strategy employed by the four state and state-like entities to develop strategic 

space is the establishment of arbitrary rules. Some of rules established by the polities are clearly 

illegitimate and unenforceable, while others are aligned with loopholes of the Burmese and Thai 

bureaucratic systems. This emphasizes the polities’ arbitrariness in terms of governance and the 

enforcing of regulations. In response, border and cross-border trade communities inconsistently 

express their willingness to submit to such rules, often seeking methods to outwit such 

directives. Different strategies developed by civilians have included acting as mediators between 

political powers on certain occasions such as traditional events and charity activities, negotiating 

with elites when negatively impacted by restrictions on cross-border flows, and carrying on with 

their everyday border-crossing practices, representing a larger strategy of resistance to 
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inconvenient political boundaries and nation-state borders. The cumulative impact of these 

strategies has been to allow the mobility of goods and humans to proceed without considerable 

disruption. Arbitrary rules enacted on the Shan State side reveal a looser form of border control 

compared to the more rigid border regime established on the Thai side. The local Thai 

government established the Nam Phueng border checkpoint in order to more systematically 

control border affairs and manage cross-border flows with a bureaucratic-styled system. This has 

led to a clear disparity in terms of border development between the two sides of the border. 

However, this unequal development of border control mechanisms has not impeded cross-

border activity. Flows of humans and commodities across the border continue via the cross-

border community’s outwitting of the rules and regulations imposed by the Thai state, which will 

be described more fully in the next chapter.   



Chapter 4 
 

Paradoxes of Border Control Bureaucracy 
 
 
 
This chapter explores the Thai state authorities’ enforcement of border control measures 

under the border and mobility regimes, from the establishment of the Nam Phueng checkpoint 

to the present day. I look at how state officers on the ground perform their duties in shaping 

cross-border flows. Not only are state officers key actors interacting with international border-

crossers, they are also expected to convey the ideologies of the nation-state (Marston, 2014) 

through their enforcement of rules and regulations seen as the ‘language of the state’ (Das & 

Poole, 2004, p. 5). In the borderland, the local presence of the state exists visibly in the forms of 

checkpoints, official buildings, and systems of screening border-crossers in order to formulate 

‘state activities as mundaneness’ (Sharma & Gupta, 2006, p. 9). Furthermore, state officers 

perform bureaucratic rituals of documentation, collecting data and statistics on cross-border 

flows of commodities and humans in the name of controlling the border, including related 

activities such as photographing border crossers, having them fingerprinted, and checking their 

belongings.  

In this chapter, I will detail Thai state regulations in two intertwined dimensions: the 

implementation of policy related to border affairs, the performance of local authorities in 

enforcing policies of the central government. The provincial Mae Hong Son government has 

imposed regulations via state orders that have later been amended due the dynamic nature of 

situations at the border. It has created at least five categories of mechanisms to regulate border 

affairs, namely: 1. Checkpoint/ check posts and state officers’ performance; 2. Complicated 

procedures and documentation; 3. Categorization of border crossers; 4. Statistics collection; and 

5. Regulations on vehicles. Another aspect that I will explore in this chapter concerns roads and 

infrastructure, specifically the political power’s use of roads as part of development projects to 

configure its control of resources and the mobility of humans and goods. Although the Thai 

state seeks to demonstrate effective bureaucracy in its attempts to control the border, in many 

circumstances, it hardly challenges the legacy of the frontier regime, under which illegal but licit 

cross-border movements were allowed despite lawfully imposed regulations. Moreover, the 

context of the borderland during the border and mobility regimes opened up space for 

negotiations with local communities of both public and private spheres to influence the 

performance of tasks by Thai state officials, representing the functioning of the state as a 

‘twilight institution’ (Lund, 2006a; 2006b).  
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Performance of the state 
 

To consolidate its spatial sovereignty and officially control cross-border affairs, the Thai 

state inaugurated the Nam Phueng international border checkpoint between Mae Hong Son 

province and Burma’s Shan State in July 1996. Under the border regime, one type of regulations 

that led to inconvenience in transportation was restrictions placed on economic activities within 

immediate border areas. The situation contrasted significantly with the borderscape during the 

Khun Sa-era, in which truck drivers were able to freely operate their vehicles on routes from 

Homöng to Mae Hong Son town. Impacted by the ban on cross-border truck transport from the 

Shan side of the border, local villagers subsequently turned to the use of porters to carry goods 

rather than motorized vehicles. Porters walked from the Nam Phueng checkpoint to Shan State’s 

Monna village, where truck drivers from the Shan State side parked their vehicles. Construction 

equipment and materials like cement were carried on people’s backs or shoulders in either 

baskets or other types of containers. Benzene in plastic containers was in high demand. 

Individual porters earned 40 baht for each gallon of benzene they could carry across the border; 

many could make between 700 to 800 baht a day.1 The Mae Hong Son government enforced the 

border ban on transportation for economic purposes until the year 2000, after which provincial 

orders were amended to allow Burmese citizens to conduct petty trade within a distance of two 

kilometers from the border checkpoint.2 However, the regulation has since been revised again. 

At present, people from Shan State are able to cross the border and stay in Thai territory at a 

further distance than stated in the first revision of the order.  

Today, the Thai state indifferently enforces its regulations related to immigration control 

on border-crossers, whether villagers from either side of the border or traders from Shan State’s 

interiors. However, these regulations do not appear to work efficiently, as members of both 

groups are able to travel further than the distance specified as allowable due to a loophole in the 

law, which I will describe in a following section. This lack of consistency in the enforcement of 

regulations also appears to result from the legacy of the frontier regime. Although the local Thai 

state has proclaimed stricter border controls, it fails to rigidly enforce them when they interfere 

with the border communities’ imperative and established activities.   

In the mid-1990s, the Thai state reorganized its border control measures into a more 

official system, but maintained its local check posts to symbolize the existence of its state 

                                                           
1 Interview with Lah on September 27, 2012; with Nang Non, in Nam Phueng village, on December 2, 
2012; and with Yom, head of Sai Khao hamlet, at the Nam Phueng checkpoint, on December 3, 2012. 

2 For example, provincial orders dated on July 14, 2005; on February 10, 2006; on September 21, 2009; 
and on April 27, 2011. 
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agencies and to ensure continuity of benefits in the form of taxes and other fees extracted from 

border-crossers. Essentially, it reduced the number of military troops stationed at the borders 

and appointed a greater number of civilian officers to posts in villages. During the period of my 

fieldwork from 2012 to 2014, by taking the route from the road no. 1285, starting from the Nam 

Phueng border checkpoint to the end of the road where it intersects with highway no. 1095, one 

would encounter five posts located in the order illustrated in Fig. 4.1.  

The Nam Phueng Military Unit (no. 1 in Fig. 4.1) is the first agency that border-crossers 

from Shan State encounter after reaching Thai territory. In the early 1980s, this military base, 

located in the informal settlement known as Rong Haeng, was upgraded from a special military 

force. At present, soldiers stationed at this unit collect personal information, photograph border-

crossers, and screen people’s belongings for drugs and other forbidden goods.  

The local customs office (no. 2) in Nam Phueng village’s hamlet Sai Khao was officially 

established in 2002. It is the second station where traders from the Burmese side of the border 

are made to declare the types and amounts of their goods after crossing the border.  

The local immigration office (no. 3), located next to the customs office, is another post 

where border crossers report themselves to officers. However, only citizens of Myanmar are 

officially permitted to enter and exit Thailand via this office, and they must present documents 

issued by the military unit (no. 1) when entering and exiting Thailand.  

The Collaborative Functional Unit of the Muang Mae Hong Son district police and 

volunteer territorial protection office (no. 4), or Oo So in Thai, under the Ministry of Interior, 

stands on the other side of the road, about 200 meters from the immigration office. All border 

crossers are supposed to stop here to allow the officers to record their names and other 

information.  

The Mae Hong Son Provincial Investigative Police station (no. 5), located just before the 

termination of road no. 1285, was established in the 1980s. Originally, police officers were not 

authorized to stop people or vehicles, but only to monitor their movements. In October 2005, 

official signs were posted and barricades erected to intercept vehicles and collect information on 

border-crossers.   

These five check posts were restructured from the ashes of agencies operating during the 

Khun Sa-era under the frontier regime, where, in the 1980s, incidents between the Burma Army 

and ethnic militias occurred on a nearly daily basis. These five posts are therefore symbols of the 

Thai state’s intention to control affairs of the border under the regime that transformed from 

frontier- to border-based following the Nam Phueng checkpoint’s establishment. 

 



Living with Four Polities 

80 

 

Figure 4.1: Location of the Nam Phueng checkpoint and other check posts on the Thai side.  
 

 
 
 



Busarin Lertchavalitsakul 

81 

 

Apart from the aforementioned posts where traders and migrants from Myanmar are 

obliged to report themselves, they are also supposed to be screened for malaria at the Nam 

Phueng Heath Center for Prevention of Disease, which has been operating since 2006 when 

Thai public health authorities were alerted to an outbreak of malaria spreading widely throughout 

border provinces.3 In practice, people entering Thailand from Shan State are stopped only 

rarely—most of the time, no public health officers are present to perform their duties. 

Furthermore, the Shan whose aim is to receive medication or treatment in Thailand prefer going 

to a healthcare station located in Naplajat village, or to Srisangwan Hospital in Mae Hong Son’s 

center. This evidence suggests the lax nature of border control on humans to prevent infectious 

outbreaks from spreading into Thailand. The failed performance of the public health officers 

illustrates the paradox of policy designed by the central government that attracts the attention of 

local officers only temporarily. Once the initial malaria outbreak eased, the officers did not work 

as actively as before.  

The existence of the check posts are reminiscent of Thai state policy during the period of 

the harshest internal conflict in Shan State, in which members of the Thai military and civilian 

officers (including volunteer civilian territorial protection officers, border patrol police, and 

intelligence gatherers) were dispatched to secure the border and to control cross-border flows. 

At present, some of the posts are no longer necessary, but each check post remains in order to 

project the image of the Thai state’s control over border affairs, as well as to justify continued 

budget allocations from the central government. This situation resonates with what Andreas 

(2009) observed at the US-Mexican border: the use of constructed images of US figures 

projecting their strength in policing the border and enforcing state policies as a means of limiting 

illegal migration and drug trafficking. The local Thai state functions likewise at the Thai-Burmese 

border through the use of buildings, materials, and some infrastructure to represent their 

effectiveness in controlling the border. Local border control agencies not only claim budget 

allocations from central state agencies, but also share the benefits of fees and bribes gleaned 

from cross-border communities. Apart from the attempts of certain state agencies to control 

border affairs, their performance reflects that of the mobility regime, under which individual 

border-crossers must undergo biometric-like border checks by being photographed and 

fingerprinted. The malaria prevention scheme was intended to serve as a screener of individuals’ 

                                                           
3 In 2006, approximately 2,500 patients were reported to have contracted malaria in Mae Hong Son 
province, which was a 46% increase from the previous year. Thai public health authorities concluded that 
malaria was being transmitted from border-crossers from Myanmar. In 2007, the public health ministry 
approved the establishment of 25 community centers to detect malaria and prevent the spread of the 
disease, in several border communities, including Nam Phueng village (Siamrath Newspaper 2007). 
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health based on the Thai state’s hypothesis that disease was being carried into Thailand via 

migrants. The goal was to utilize a modern nation-state’s bureaucratic system to prevent disease 

from spreading in the country. However, this scheme hardly achieved the government’s goal 

since the officials lacked sufficient budget and motivation to maintain the operation. This 

situation emphasizes the flexible mobility of border-crossers, including how many of them 

manage to enter Thailand without being stopped for any type of medical screening.  

 
 
Documentation and complicated procedures 
 

While the Thai state has aimed to demonstrate its efficacy through the construction of a 

‘good image’ rather than actually achieving its goals (see Andreas, 2009), one mechanism used to 

consolidate the Thai state’s functions at the border to more closely align with the ideology of a 

modern nation-state has been reliance on documentation and complicated procedures to manage 

border affairs. However, this mechanism has failed to produce either effectiveness or efficiency 

in controlling cross-border flows aligned with idealized state policies. On one hand, it delays the 

passage of border-crossers and flows of commercial goods. On the other, the complicated 

process involving an abundance of paperwork creates opportunities for cross-border traders and 

members of border communities to manipulate such regulations through numerous loopholes.  

According to the Mae Hong Son provincial order dated April 27, 2011,4 border-crossers 

are classified into three categories and are regulated according to their respective objectives, 

which are described as: 1. To trade at the Rong Haeng periodic market, which is situated about a 

kilometer from the Nam Phueng checkpoint; 2. To seek medical treatment at the health station 

or hospital in town; and 3. To trade in Mae Hong Son’s municipal zone. For those seeking the 

first objective, they are allowed to enter Thailand as part of the border economy promotion 

scheme.5 However, because the border market project was not successful in the long-term, very 

                                                           
4 Mae Hong Son Provincial Order entitled “Mae Hong Son Province and Thai–Myanmar Border 
Command Center for Mae Hong Son Province, announcement specifying standards and procedures for 
permitted border trading points in Mae Hong Son Province], dated April 27, 2011”. See the transliteration 
of the order from the Thai language in the reference section. 

5 This project was enacted under Mae Hong Son governor Direk Kongkleep between October 2005 and 
September 2007 to boost border trade and investments between Myanmar and Thailand. The market site 
is located in an area formerly occupied by Lahu people, then by a Thai military base. Once this scheme 
was implemented, the area underwent landmine clearance, as it was originally planned to be a site for 
quarantining cattle from Myanmar before they are transported to the city (Manager Online, 2006). Border 
villagers came to consider this project unsuccessful since only a few traders from Myanmar came to trade 
at the venue regularly. Nonetheless, successors of Mae Hong Son’s governor later made attempts to re-
open the border market. For example, Mrs. Narumol Palkawat re-opened the market on October 18, 
2012 (Public Relations Department, Mae Hong Son Province, 2012), and Mr. Suraphol Panas-amphol 
presided over another opening of the market on August 6, 2014 (Public Relations Department, Mae 

http://www.maehongson.go.th/index.php/dailyevent/831-2014-08-13-02-10-06)
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few border crossers entered Thailand for this specific purpose. For those pursuing the second 

and third objectives, the military unit (post no. 1 in Fig. 4.1) was prepared to grant them 

permission in line with documentation and proper bureaucratic procedures. However, Thai 

soldiers stationed at the border routinely failed to systematically distinguish border-crossers 

based on the purposes of their travel. The soldiers created their own categories in which to 

classify those crossing the border, which will be described later in this chapter. The soldiers’ 

unique categorization system is an explicit example of the uncooperative and uncoordinated 

working relationship of various state agencies, including the immigration office, whose mandate 

is primarily to control human flows. The nature of this relationship between agencies has led to 

the soldiers’ performance and arbitrary judgments regarding who to allow and who to restrict 

from crossing the border.  

Based on my observations at the border in 2012 and 2013, Thai soldiers regularly 

perform their duties in checking and screening border-crossers from Shan State as ‘state activities 

as mundaneness’ (Sharma & Gupta, 2006, p. 9). One or two army officers (at post no. 1, Fig. 4.1) 

took photos of border-crossers standing against a wall labeled with height measurements. Then 

officers would issue travelers with a document called nangsue phonphan [Thai] to complete, 

requesting the Thai authorities’ permission for continuing on with specific purposes, either 

seeking to trade or to access medical services (see Fig. 4.2 and 4.3 and translation of the 

document in Fig. 4.4 and 4.5). This document consists of two sides—one for entering Thailand, 

and the reverse for exiting Thailand. The signature of the Burmese nationals seeking entry must 

be placed in box no. 1 of the front page. Thereafter, the request of the Burmese national to enter 

Thailand must be processed by four different Thai state authorities, namely: 1. The immigration 

office at Rong Haeng settlement (box no. 2); 2. The Mae Hong Son Provincial Investigative 

Police Station (box no. 4) 3.The immigration office in Mae Hong Son town (box no. 5); and 4. 

Either the Naplajat Health Station (box no. 3) or the Srisangwan Hospital, Mae Hong Son’s 

provincial hospital (box no. 6). For the return trip to Myanmar (the back page of the document), 

Burmese border-crosses must get approval from four authorities: the provincial hospital (box no. 

1), the immigration office in the city center (no. 2), Mae Hong Son Provincial Investigative 

Police (no. 3), and the immigration office at Sai Khao village (no. 4).  

Once approved by all relevant agencies, this document grants a traveler a limited period 

of stay in Mae Hong Son town: no longer than three days for traders, with an equivalent duration 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
Hong Son Province, 2014). Since then, there have been no further activities at the site. Traders are not 
optimistic about the operation of stalls at the site because Thai goods are regularly transported into Shan 
State by cross-border traders. Meanwhile, those in Shan State seeking a greater variety of products find it 
more convenient to visit the central market in Mae Hong Son, where many kinds of goods are on hand in 
large amounts and varieties. 

http://www.maehongson.go.th/index.php/dailyevent/831-2014-08-13-02-10-06)
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for those seeking medical services (with possible extension in case of severe illness). Those 

pursuing medical treatment must first be determined to have a genuine ailment, and are then 

granted stay in Thailand for a maximum of two days during the initial stage. For border-crossers 

intending to travel to Mae Hong Son town for trading purposes, the military will first verify 

whether or not they have previously registered their names with Mae Hong Son’s Border 

Command Center. If so, border-crossers must then present their document approved by the 

military to the other state agencies, with the exception of the heath station and hospital.  

 

Figure 4.2 & 4.3: Front and back of the “nangsue phonphan” document, required by border-crossers to 
request approval from various Thai authorities (see translations of the document into English in Fig. 4.4 
and Fig. 4.5). 
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Figure 4.4: Translation of “nangsue phonphan” document (front). 
 
 
PART 1                                                       The case of  ILLNESS 
        

                                                Immigration Office, Mae Hong Son 
  
Document Permitting an Alien Person with Burmese Nationality to ENTER the Thai Kingdom 
 
1 Alien Person 4 Official at the Tungmasan Checkpoint 
I am…….., …. years old….., with Burmese 
nationality. I have the objective to enter to the Thai 
kingdom to receive medical treatment. 
 
I request my case to be considered for a grant of 
permission. 
 
(Signature)………….. 
……………………………….. 
26 Nov. 2012 

The officers have inspected the vehicle and the alien 
person with Burmese nationality who is entering the 
kingdom through the immigration office at Rong Haeng, 
and have ascertained that the number of entrees equals the 
number granted permission beforehand.  
 
Signature…………………….. 
(…………………………………..) 
Position………………………… 
Date……………………………... 

2 Immigration Official at Rong Haeng Base 5 Immigration Official in Muang Mae Hong Son  
Under the authority granted through the Mae Hong 
Son Provincial Order dated 10 February 2006 to the 
Border Command Centers in provinces connected to 
neighboring countries, specifically Myanmar, with the 
title of rules, regulations, and implementation at 
border trading points in Mae Hong Son province, the 
immigration officers have allowed………….., age 
…….. years old, to enter the Thai kingdom through 
the border post at Nam Phueng village, Huay Pha sub-
district, Muang district, Mae Hong Son province, 
from….25 Nov. 2012 to… 27 Nov. 2012, with a total 
of 3 days of guaranteed public transport (a yellow 
truck) with license plate number……and the name of 
……as the truck owner, in order to receive medical 
treatment at: 
__Naplajat Health Station __Srisangwan Hospital 
 
Signature…………………….. 
(…………………………………..) 
Position…Immigration Official, Mae Hong Son 
Date……………………………... 

5.1      
 
The officers have been notified of the alien person who 
has been granted permission from the no. 2 officers, and 
have registered the person under their control. 
 
Signature…………………….. 
(…………………………………..) 
Position…Immigration Official in Muang Mae Hong Son 
Date……………………………... 

5.2     
 
The officers have allowed the person, who has been 
granted permission from the no. 2 officers, to stay in the 
kingdom for another three days  
from…….. to…….. 
 
Signature…………………….. 
(…………………………………..) 
Position…Immigration Official in Muang Mae Hong Son 
Date……………………………... 

3 Official at Naplajat Health Station 6 Official at Srisangwan Hospital 
In the case of the patient who has been granted 
permission by the no. 2 officers, their condition is 
more severe than the health station is able to treat, and 
thus the health station agrees to transfer the case to 
Srisangwan Hospital.  
 
Signature…………………….. 
(…………………………………..) 
Position…Official at Naplajat Health Station 
Date……………………………... 

The officers have received the alien person who has been 
granted permission by the no. 2 officers, and have 
provided treatment to him/her starting from the date of 
…………. 
 
Signature…………………….. 
(…………………………………..) 
 
Position…Official of Srisangwan Hospital 
Date……………………………... 
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Figure 4.5: Translation of “nangsue phonphan” document (back). 
 
 
 
PART 2                         
Document Permitting an Alien Person with Burmese Nationality to EXIT the Thai Kingdom 
 
1 Official of Srisangwan Hospital  (case of illness) 
The hospital officers have treated …Mr./Mrs./Ms………………………………, aged………years old, of 
Burmese nationality. We kindly request that the patient report to the Immigration officers in Muang Mae Hong Son 
by……….. (date). 
 
Signature…………………………...  
(……………………………) 
Position…Official of Srisangwan Hospital 
Date………..  
 
2 Immigration Official in Muang Mae Hong Son 
Mr/Mrs/Ms………………………………………………. aged…………………………..years old, with Burmese 
nationality, has reported to the immigration officer in Muang Mae Hong Son in order to exit the kingdom via the 
vehicle with license plate no……………., which is controlled by Mr./Mrs./Ms..……………………………….., 
on…..(date)……. at………….(time)…………… The officers have already recorded and monitored the departure. 
 
 
Signature…………………………... 
(……………………………) 
Position…Immigration Official In Muang Mae Hong Son 
Date………..  

3 Official at the Tungmasan Checkpoint  4 Immigration Official at Rong Haeng Base 
The officers have inspected the vehicle and the alien 
person with Burmese nationality who is traveling from 
Mae Hong Son municipality, and has verified that the 
number of persons matches with the number that has 
been reported at the office no. 2. 
 
 
Signature…………………………... 
(……………………………) 
Position…Official at Tungmasan checkpoint 
Date………..  
 

The officers have ordered 
Mr./Mrs./Ms……………………., 
age ……….., with Burmese nationality,  
to depart the Thai kingdom through the border post of 
Nam Phueng village, Huay Pha sub-district, Muang 
District, Mae Hong Son province, on ….(date)……. 
at…..(time)….. 
 
This has been recorded as evidence.  
 
Signature…………………………... 
(……………………………) 
Position…Immigration Official, Mae Hong Son 
Date………..  
 

 

The complex procedure described above is not consistently practiced in actual 

circumstances. As with all bureaucratic mechanisms, loopholes allow exceptions to occur. Even 

though the Thai state attempts to control the crossing of people at the border, local officers and 

villagers have managed to create their own modified regulations to ease and expedite the 

complicated procedure. As Michael Eilenberg (2012) argues, members of border communities 

tend to adapt themselves to living between the influence of two nation-states while attempting to 
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follow the state’s changing policies and responding to their own socio-cultural circumstances on 

both sides of the border. For instance, the Thai soldiers at the Nam Phueng border crossing 

require a different document (Fig. 4.6 and Fig. 4.7) of public truck drivers providing passenger 

service between the Nam Phueng border checkpoint and Mae Hong Son town to guarantee the 

border-crossing passengers’ stay in the Thai kingdom of no longer than three days. The soldiers 

record drivers and passengers’ names, license plate numbers, and the fingerprints of drivers on 

the document requesting Thai authorities to monitor the travelers and their vehicles while in 

Thailand. With this abbreviated process, individual border-crossers from Shan State do not need 

to request approval from the myriad state agencies required by the nangsue phonphan document. In 

the shortened document, the blank boxes no. 1 to no. 6 are not stamped, while the reverse side 

has only one stamp in box no. 3.  

 
 
Figure 4.6: Document granting permission from the Thai military to truck drivers bringing Burmese citizens 

into Thailand (see translation in Fig. 4.7). 
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Figure 4.7: Translation of the document granting permission from the Thai military to truck drivers bringing 
Burmese citizens into Thailand. 
 
 
 

Doc. no. …………      Nam Phueng Border Point 
Huay Pha Sub-district, Muang 
District, Mae Hong Son 
province 

 
   

 
 Date………………………………………………
. 

 
 
Title Reporting an alien person 
To Immigration Officer at Rong Haeng Base 
 
 Mr./Mrs./Ms.………………………….., of Burmese nationality, traveling with …… companions, 
totaling …… persons, with the following details:  
 
1…..(name)………………….age…………… years old  6.…..(name)………………….age…………… years old 
2…..(name)………………….age…………… years old  7.…..(name)………………….age…………… years old 
3…..(name)………………….age…………… years old  8.…..(name)………………….age…………… years old 
4…..(name)………………….age…………… years old  9.…..(name)………………….age…………… years old 
5…..(name)………………….age…………… years old 10.…(name)…………….…….age…………… years old 
 
  with the objective of entering the Thai kingdom in order… 
 
  …. to trade at the Rong Haeng periodic border market 

…. to seek medical treatment 
…. to trade in Mae Hong Son’s municipal zone  
(registered from the record), with the accompaniment of Mr./Mrs./Ms.…[yellow-truck 
driver]…., with the vehicle’s license plate no…………….. 

 
This is a request for consideration. 
 
 
      With respect, 
      

 
Signature……….……….………. 

      (……………………….…….) 
      

Head of the Military Division Controlling  
the Nam Phueng Border Point 

 

 

 

 

 

Stamp of approval 
from the Tungmasan 
check post, dated 29 
Nov. 2012 

Stamp of approval 
from the Tungmasan 
check post, dated 28 
Nov. 2012 

[handwritten] 

I am …..[name of yellow-truc driver]……………..., 

And will bring this person back,  
totaling 1 person.  
 
I have been fingerprinted as evidence 

[Signature] 
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In addition, the Mae Hong Son provincial order dated July 14, 2005,6 states that 

immigration officers must hold the official Burmese identification cards of those requesting a 

nangsue phonhpan. In contrast to regulations stated in the provincial order, local Thai authorities 

allowed Nam Phueng checkpoint to operate as a passage point for those from Shan State with 

Burmese passports to enter the country similar to immigration checkpoints at the country’s other 

international borders. Apart from official Burmese passports, other types of documents could be 

accepted at the discretion of individual army officers. Shan border-crossers were successful in 

using various types of documents issued by Thai state agencies (including hospital passes and 

appointment cards issued by clinics or health stations) to access the country. The performance of 

official duties by Thai border officers, in this example and others, directly contradicts the state’s 

stated goal of strengthening its control of the border. The ability to use a large variety of 

identification documents, including some issued by Thai officials, to cross the international 

border without hindrance was a loophole that allowed Shan to cross the border easily, 

contributing to an increase in human mobility across the border. 

Immigration control at the Nam Phueng checkpoint is often tailored to local 

circumstances. Local government officials regularly sanction exceptions to regulations to allow 

those crossing the border to Thailand to receive medical treatment, including maternal care, 

postnatal services, and infant vaccinations at either the nearby health station or a state hospital. 

The permit allowing a brief period of stay in Thai territory can be extended if the person is 

required to stay longer at the hospital. These flexible regulations, on one hand, demonstrate the 

Thai government’s generosity and compassion towards those living with sub-standard public 

health services in their own country. On the other, it creates the opportunity for traders to 

transport border-crossers into the country whose objectives are other than medical treatment. 

Frequently, such travelers will stay longer than the three-day allotted period, and travel further 

than Mae Hong Son’s main town. Due to understaffing, it is nearly impossible for the relevant 

Thai departments to track the trajectories of such border-crossers from the border to other 

destinations. Moreover, as described, the cross-border mobility of the Shan was allowed to occur 

initially through the state’s overall lax control of the border. 

Despite the official ban on Thai citizens crossing the border to Myanmar, villagers on the 

Thai side manage do so through personal connections with state authorities, especially on the 

                                                           
6 Mae Hong Son Provincial Order entitled “Mae Hong Son Province and Thai–Myanmar Border 
Command Center for Nam Phueng Village Four, Huai Pha Sub-district, Mueang Mae Hong Son District, 
Mae Hong Son Province, announcement specifying standards and procedures for permitted border 
trading points in Mae Hong Son Province dated July 14, 2005”. See the transliteration of the order from 
the Thai language in the reference section. 
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occasions of Buddhist events, traditional Shan celebrations, and other special purposes deemed 

acceptable by the Thai authorities as described in Chapter 3. A number of Thai citizens have also 

managed to procure official Burmese identification cards through kinship ties, village fellowship, 

and personal connections with authorities in Myanmar to easily traverse the border. Members of 

border communities here and elsewhere (Muzvidziwa, 2001, pp. 72–74; Shneiderman, 2013) have 

learnt that dual citizenship and the possession of multiple identities increase the benefits of any 

cross-border activity, including crossing national borders easily and ability to claim rights for 

resources on both sides of a border. 

 Such ground-level practices illustrate the variable protocols and procedures citizens of 

both countries faced when attempting to cross the border. Disorder and inconsistent 

bureaucratic systems therefore emerge. On the Shan State side, there is no official immigration 

control operated by either the Burmese state or Maha Ja family. On the Thai side, the Mae Hong 

Son government built an official border control station with an aim to upgrade its operations to 

be more formal and organized. As a result, those crossing the border from Shan State are in an 

advantageous situation, as they can rely on loopholes and a lack of regulated systems in Myanmar 

to enter Thailand by taking advantage of the Thai state’s goal of boosting local cross-border 

trade and offering medical services to citizens of Myanmar. Thai citizens, in contrast, are 

compelled to comply with regulations of the Thai state’s bureaucracy, including being officially 

prohibited from crossing the border to Shan State through this channel. However, as noted, they 

still find ways to cross the border informally through the cultivation of relationships and 

familiarity with local authorities. These circumstances reveal how a disregard for adhering to 

official policy on the part of local officials has led to a situation of sustained loose border 

control. 

 
 
Categorization of cross-border traders  
 

Categorizing traders on both sides of the border is another mechanism employed by the 

Thai state to control human mobility across international borders. In the present day, the Mae 

Hong Son government categorizes cross-border traders based on nationality, as reflects the traits 

of a modern nation-state, which the Thai state is attempting to emulate. The local authorities 

consider a trader’s country of origin, rather than their ethnicity or trade network affiliation. Mae 

Hong Son’s Border Command Center conducted its most recent registration in 2006, in which 

168 traders from Shan State were registered as ‘Burmese-national traders’ under the nationality 
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category.7 In fact, the majority of them were of Shan ethnicity, which I will categorize into two 

main groups based on their trade patterns in order to describe the actual activities of the traders 

rather than their nationality. 

The first group were mainly husband-and-wife couples, aged from the mid-20s to 40s. 

They lived in different townships and owned pick-up trucks used for the collection of products, 

and for onward sales to their trade partners in Thailand. On the return journey to Shan State, this 

group would transport Thai consumer products that were in high demand among local shop 

proprietors in Shan State. Many of the traders in this group were former migrant laborers who 

had saved money from working in Thailand until deciding to earn a living with cross-border 

trade. Their purchase of a pick-up truck was often their first step. The second group included 

elderly female small-scale traders who had been involved in long-distance trade prior to the 

establishment of the border checkpoint in 1996. The traders in this group travelled to the border 

via vehicles owned by members of the first group, collecting products from several locations 

near their respective hometowns in Shan State to sell on the Thai side. On their reverse journey 

to Shan State, they carried Thai products of similar volumes. At times, they travelled farther than 

the vicinities of their hometowns to collect goods for sale across the border, especially socio-

cultural Shan objects that required more specialized skills or machinery, and were therefore only 

produced in larger townships. For instance, traditional texts read at funerals were mostly printed 

in Panglong township. Basic-level Shan language textbooks, books about Shan history, and Shan 

maps were produced in Taunggyi. Traditional-styled Shan clothes and dresses were handmade at 

individual households, while embroidery materials and accessories could be acquired from the 

markets of larger townships, like the one in Langkhur.8  

All of the older female traders I met were either single or widowed, and thus were 

different from the earlier generation of female traders, who were mostly younger and working 

with their husbands. The elderly and widowed female traders had been engaged in cross-border 

trade activities since the time of the frontier regime, during which walking or riding mules were 

the primary modes of travel, rather than driving or riding in vehicles. For the most part, these 
                                                           
7 I gained this data from a log-book entitled Bukkon khuen tabien kankha sanchat Bhama [Burmese nationals 
registered as traders] from Mae Hong Son’s Border Command Center in January 2013.  

8 Langkhur had been the most active market in southern Shan State since the Khun Sa era for long-
distance traders from upper Shan State townships. Langkhur was where they collected commodities to 
sell in Homöng. Nowadays, it is still considered the largest organized market in the region where 
commodities are bought and transported to Thailand through the Nam Phueng border checkpoint and 
other channels in Chiang Mai province. For example, one such channel is the Lak Taeng border crossing 
in Piengluang village, Vieng Haeng district, and another is Giew-pha-wok border pass in Arunothai 
village, Chiang Dao district.  I gained this information via interviews with traders at Langkhur market, 
Shan State, on March 9, 2013. 
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elderly female traders did not own their own vehicles. The majority of them had conducted trade 

in this manner since the period of intense ethnic conflict of the 1970s, walking while carrying hap 

[Thai: shoulder baskets on two ends of a pole], while most of the men during the same period 

used mules.9 However, the common denominator between both groups was how they 

distributed their commodities: selling goods directly to their Shan business partners on the Thai 

side, or to retailers in Mae Hong Son town, or to those living in other provinces via postal 

services or by inter-town and provincial buses.10 

For traders on the Thai side, the local government identified them as Thai cross-border 

trade operators,11 and differentiated them, besides nationality, by category of trade—individual 

traders, companies, limited liability companies, and partnerships. Although recognized by the 

state as Thai citizens, the majority were actually ethnic Shan. Among them were individuals with 

northern Thai, Chinese, and Yunnanese Chinese origin. In the Border Command Center’s 

record, approximately 200 traders imported and exported products between the two countries. 

However, the Thai authority’s categorization was a confusing mixture of both companies and 

individual traders, and the combination of all registered traders throughout the entirety of Mae 

Hong Son province, not only those operating in the vicinity of the Nam Phueng border channel. 

Therefore, the data is insufficient to determine the actual number of traders who conducted 

trade through this channel. Furthermore, it fails to reflect the reality that cross-border trade 

conducted through the Nam Phueng channel succeeded through the utilization of ethnic 

networks where traders relied on personal relationships and partnerships to maximize their 

benefits under the Thai state’s regulations. 

To more accurately reflect how cross-border trade was conducted on the ground, I 

classify traders on the Thai side into two categories. Those in the first category are 24 

owner/operators of trucks, the majority of whom are ethnic Shan born in Thailand. Their 

vehicles are registered as ‘for public use’ by the Mae Hong Son Provincial Office of Land 

Transport. One regulation of this office is that owners of public trucks in Mae Hong Son 

province must paint their vehicles yellow to identify the trucks as being operated for public 

transportation. Subsequently, these trucks are unofficially known as ‘rot lueng’ [Thai], meaning 

‘yellow trucks.’ The route the traders owning yellow trucks travel to the Nam Phueng checkpoint 

                                                           
9 Most Shan women who started their careers as long-distance traders usually set out on their journeys 
with male relatives or fellows for security reasons. Men who had more capital and skill would ride mules 
(Chang, 2014a, Epilogue).  

10 See more details in Lertchavalitsakul (2015). 

11 Known as puprakopkankha chaidaen in Thai.  



Busarin Lertchavalitsakul 

93 

 

is ‘Mae Hong Son – Nam Phueng – Monna,’ which refers to the route traversing Mae Hong Son 

town to Nam Phueng, the last village on the Thai side, on to Monna, the first village in Shan 

State after crossing the border. Therefore, these 24 traders provide regular cross-border 

transportation for primarily Shan cross-border traders and migrant laborers originating from 

Shan State.  

These yellow-truck drivers might not be considered traders in the sense that they do not 

produce goods or directly sell products to customers. In the context of this research, yellow-

truck drivers act as “middlemen in different degrees” (Harris, 2013, p. 16–17) in transporting and 

distributing products from producers or traders to retailers and buyers.12 Yellow-truck drivers are 

involved in trade activities in tandem with Shan traders who travel to Mae Hong Son to buy Thai 

consumer products from the town’s market to transport back to the border checkpoint, 

eventually transferring the items to trucks in Shan State. Moreover, yellow-truck drivers are main 

facilitators of cross-border trade proceedings in that they are the ones to sign their names and 

have their thumb-prints taken, enabling border-crossing traders to stay in Mae Hong Son for up 

to three days, as described earlier and shown in Fig. 4.6 and 4.7. 

The second category of traders on the Thai side are those who export particular products 

in large volume to Shan State. These traders may also be retailers of brand-name Thai products 

or larger-scale manufacturers of such products as solar panels, benzene, beer and other alcoholic 

drinks, cooking oil, construction materials, and tools. Some of these traders also overlap with 

those of the first category, owning yellow pick-up trucks to transport Thai products for small-

scale traders and transporting passengers from both sides of the border. Some Thai traders of 

both categories conduct their economic activities on behalf of traders on the Shan State side who 

do not meet the requirements to register officially with the Thai authorities. Therefore, Shan 

traders whose status fails to meet state regulation’s requirement, have successfully procured the 

status of short-term migrants who might stay briefly in Thailand, from a few days to up to four 

weeks, for trading purposes. Some of them also hold and use different types of legal-status 

identification cards to strategically facilitate their cross-border activities in compliance with Thai 

law. With different statuses granted according to various types of cards granted by the Thai 

Ministry of Interior, these traders are not considered Burmese-national traders, and so are 

disqualified from registering in the cross-border trader system. Since they are not registered in 

the Border Command Center’s system, Thai yellow-truck drivers conduct trading activities on 
                                                           
12 The middlemen described in Harris (2013, p. 16–17) diversify their roles, conducting several activities, 
and at different levels. For instance, Tibetan wool makers produce goods in their village and transport 
them to sell in the market in Lhasa. In selling their products, they also act as intermediaries to negotiate 
higher profits. 
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their behalf. This is another strategy that traders on both sides have employed in order to 

counter the state’s regulations of those holding Burmese passports.  

While the local Thai state categorizes cross-border traders based on their nationality in 

line with a centralized state policy imposed on border provinces, it becomes clear that the 

modern nation-state ideology underlying the system of categorization is ineffective. Traders on 

both sides connect, coordinate, and carry out their activities through a network based on shared 

ethnic affiliation, and disregard regulations imposed by the central Myanmar state. To succeed in 

doing trade, they have developed relationships with border elites and state officials on the Thai 

side. Those whose Burmese passports do not allow them to conduct cross-border trade activities 

ask their trade partners on the Thai side to register with the Thai state on their behalf. 

Subsequently, their partners’ complicity help them avoid regulation. The policies of the Thai 

state contrasts significantly to those of the Burmese state on the Shan State side. The Burmese 

state has not yet systematized its border trading to align with modern nation-state ideology, 

including categorization of cross-border traders, as has the Thai state. Instead, Burmese soldiers, 

officials, civilians, and personnel of the Maha Ja family all contend to claim the benefits derived 

from controlling cross-border flows rather than formalizing cross-border trade regulations to 

support the border economy for the benefit of the central government. The border economy is 

sustained by a non-official system on the Shan State side, while on the Thai side traders from 

both sides manipulate and outwit state regulations to suit their business objectives. This 

resonates with Walker’s (1999) argument that borderlanders are active in assuming primary roles 

in controlling flows in an informal way, while intending to ignore the official rules. For instance, 

most Shan migrants travel further from the border than the allowed distance, making their 

mobility across the international border more convenient and profitable. The cooperation of 

traders on both sides in trading and transferring goods illustrates how they successfully 

manipulate the Burmese state’s lack of regulations, and how they exploit loopholes in the Thai 

state’s weak enforcement of regulations at the border.  

 
 
Overlapping collection of statistics 
 

Although the Thai state has attempted to strengthen border control under the border 

and mobility regimes by establishing five different state agency checkpoints along road no. 1285 

(as elaborated earlier in this chapter), the overlapping missions of the checkpoints fails to realize 

the ideology of modern nation-state. Instead, this situation has led to Thai border control being 

more lax and the border to being even more permeable. As part of their everyday functions, the 

five state agencies do not only stop and check border-crossers and flows of goods, they also 
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collect statistics with regard to people and commodities. The collection of statistics symbolizes 

the attempts of each agency to construct an image of itself as being productive, competent, and 

successful in its efforts to assist the Thai state with its mission to consolidate its power on the 

border (see Andreas, 2009). 

I became eager to learn how these authorities collect data, how they made use of such 

data as a mundane activity, and how their collected statistics reflected the situation of cross-

border activities. After conducting research to quench my curiosity, I discovered that nearly all of 

the agencies collected similar types of data (as shown in Table 4.1), and that the respective 

authorities never compared or exchanged data with one another. For example, the military force 

at the border crossing collected information about certain goods flows that overlapped with the 

data-collection conducted by the customs office. They also monitored Thai products transported 

in large quantities, especially alcohol and benzene moving out of Thailand, and goods strictly 

regulated with permit documents, such as Buddha images and construction materials. For 

products from Shan State, soldiers counted daily the number of cattle crossing the border. Most 

of the time, however, the soldiers accepted the number traders reported to them verbally without 

verification, while sometimes walking around, observing the transfer of goods between trucks on 

both sides by porters and traders. In doing repetitive assignments with the immigration and 

customs offices, one soldier complained about his duties, especially in regards to monitoring 

people and goods crossing the border: 

 
Actually, we soldiers have two main missions: one is to protect the Thai territory as a 
matter of national security, and the other is to combat drug trafficking. But we must 
perform immigration control and act as custom officers, too. Previously, these two 
offices were stationed at the border checkpoint, but now they moved to Nam Phueng 
village.13 They [immigration and customs officers] deserted their stations. Only soldiers 
are left to do everything here.14 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
13 From 2012 to 2013, there was only one custom office located in Nam Phueng village. When I visited 
the border checkpoint again in May 2014, another small post had been established. One customs officer 
told me that the ASEAN Economic Community was soon to be initiated, so the Mae Hong Son 
government had built another post at the border in preparation.  

14 Interview with SMG Polchan on September 25, 2012.  
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Table 4.1: Types of border crossers and goods categorized and collected by Thai 
authorities.*  
 
  
Checkpoint 

 Army Unit 
(No. 1) 

Immigration 
Office 
(No. 2) 

Customs 
Office 
(No. 3) 

Collaborative 
Functional 

Unit 
(No. 4) 

Provincial 
Investigative 

Police 
(No. 5) Category 

1 People entering Traders exiting 
Thailand 

 
The Customs 
Office only 
collected statistics 
concerning types of 
import and export 
products, and the 
volume of goods. It 
did not collect data 
on the number of 
people entering and 
exiting Thailand. 
However, the 
customs office’s 
statistics 
overlapped with 
those collected by 
the army. 

Thai people 
entering 

Holders of Thai 
citizenship 

cards entering 
and exiting 

2 People exiting 
Traders 
entering 
Thailand 

Tangdao [Thai: 
alien or non-
Thai] traders 
entering and 

exiting 

Holders of 
different status 
cards entering 

and exiting 

3 Patients 
entering 

Patients exiting 
Thailand 

Tangdao traders 
entering 

Tangdao 
entering and 

exiting 

4 Patients exiting 
Patients 
entering 
Thailand 

Tangdao exiting 
Vehicles 

entering and 
exiting 

5 Deportation 
cases  

Tangdao 
entering 

 
 

6 Export goods  
Tangdao who 

seek medication 
entering 

 

7 Import goods  Deported 
tangdao  

8 Cattle  
Tangdao who 

seek medication 
exiting 

 

9 Benzene  

holders of 
different status 

non-Thai 
citizen cards 

(except 
Burmese 

passports) 

 

10 Alcoholic 
beverages  

Vehicles 
entering and 

exiting 
 

11 Buddha images  

total numbers 
of some 

categories such 
as nos. 2-8 

 

 

 
*(Numbers of check posts are consistent with numbers used in Fig. 4.1). 
 
 

 



Busarin Lertchavalitsakul 

97 

 

The immigration office collected statistics on two main types of border-crossers: 1. 

traders entering and exiting Thailand, and 2. people seeking medical treatment as they enter and 

exit Thailand (Table 3.1). These statistics were only digitized for the last five years, and did not 

cover those entering or exiting Thailand with Burmese passports. As described earlier, using a 

passport to cross the border through this checkpoint was illegal, but licitly allowed with the Thai 

state’s acceptance. However, the central Thai state never acknowledged this publicly, as when 

officers collected data on the number of border-crossers with Burmese passports. Officers 

intentionally neglected to collect data on those who had procured various non-Thai status cards 

issued by Thai authorities and granted to Burmese citizens who appealed for legal residence in 

Thailand and were allowed to work in the country, or for those in the process of applying for 

Thai citizenship.15 The willful neglect is motivated by the officers’ reluctance to create evidence 

that passport-facilitated border-crossing is taking place at Nam Phueng, which is intended only 

for official international border crossings. Regarding the situation of flexible or arbitrary control 

at the border towards people with different statuses, and the licit practices conducted by state 

officers and border communities, one immigration officer expressed the following:  

 
We’ve faced difficulties in collecting data. When people carrying non-Thai status cards 
want to go back home to Shan State, they cannot use these cards, as they would be 
violating the provincial orders. Many times they come to our office to get a permit of 
nangsue phonpan (Figs. 4.2–4.5), and then they leave Thailand to visit their hometowns. 
When they return to Thailand, they come to the immigration office to bring their nangsue 
phonpan again and get rid of it. Then they carry their ID cards with them further into 
other parts of Thailand.16 
 
 
At the Collaborative Functional Unit of Mae Hong Son’s district police and Volunteer 

Territory Protection office, data on 11 categories of both persons and vehicles passing through 

this station were to be collected (post no. 4 in Fig. 4.1). This data was intended to be gathered 

daily, with the total numbers summarized monthly and reported to the Department of 

Administration at Mae Hong Son’s provincial hall. The Mae Hong Son Provincial Investigative 

Police (post no. 5) also collected data concerning border-crossers and vehicles passing this 

checkpoint. There were four categories of information gathered, namely: 1. holders of Thai 

                                                           
15 Such cards include the following: individual highlander identification (blue card), Burmese displaced 
person identification (pink card), and household registration highlander status card (green with red-border 
card). See the manual of Mae Hong Son Provincial Order and the Border Command Center, dated the 
14th of July, 2005 For details and discussion on how these cards have become a political tool in appealing 
for Thai citizenship, see Luangaramsri (2013). 

16 Interview with Nara, an immigration officer in Nam Phueng village, on January 28, 2013. 
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citizenship cards entering and exiting; 2. holders of different status cards entering and exiting; 3. 

tangdao [Thai: aliens, or specifically non-Thai] entering and exiting; and 4. vehicles entering and 

exiting. The types of data collected about individuals in each category at this checkpoint were 

dissimilar. For example, individuals in the first and second groups were required to submit their 

names, ages, addresses, and the names of the owners of the vehicles with whom these individuals 

traveled. For members of the third group, additional information was needed, including the 

number of documents granted by the military stationed at the border channel, time of entry and 

of exit through the post, and color, make, and license plate number of all vehicles. In addition, 

individuals in this group were required to be fingerprinted upon entry and exit through this post. 

The collected information for vehicles (category 4) included make, color, license plate number, 

time of entry and exit at the post, and final destination. This information was hand-written and 

recorded by a police officer in a statistic booklet. However, officers at this post had no orders to 

report these statistics to their superior. The current chief of the provincial Mae Hong Son police 

reported: 

 
We don’t keep statistics. It [data recording] is [only] like a ritualized regulation for us to 
show the border crossers that we are monitoring their movements. Because these areas 
are close to the Burmese border, any number of wrongdoings could transpire. When we 
see some unusual-looking vehicles, we are authorized to stop and investigate them.17  

 
 
However, based on my observations, most local villagers and regular traders, including 

those commuting by motorcycles, did not stop at this post every time. Many Shan traders who 

cross back-and-forth regularly rarely stopped. When traveling in the early morning or late 

evening, they simply drove their vehicles and waved to the police officers, either giving a signal 

or merely offering a greeting to the officers. 

The Thai state agencies’ collecting of statistics to monitor cross-border flows have 

become a mundane activity (Sharma & Gupta, 2006, p. 9) that represents their duties and 

metaphorically conveys the ideology of the modern nation-state (Marston, 2014). The 

significance of their posts are represented by physical buildings with wooden bollards to stop 

vehicles, and to signal border-crossers to proceed along bureaucratic mechanisms to declare 

personal data to officials. The overlapped missions that these state agencies have attempted to 

perform are the legacy of their previous units, stationed at the border during the frontier regime. 

Officials have attempted to maintain their posts and retain their control over cross-border flows, 

the loss of which would be detrimental to their share of related benefits. The posts illustrate an 

                                                           
17 Interview with the chief of Mae Hong Son Provincial Investigative Police on January 31, 2013. 
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aspect of the frontier regime that still remains despite the Thai state’s intention to control cross-

border flows under the border and mobility regimes. Some checkpoints have altered their forms 

of monitoring cross-border movements. For example, there is a military unit whose objectives 

today are to forge better relations with Burmese soldiers rather than guarding Thailand’s 

territories from the conflicts of previous decades. The performance of the Thai state agencies 

reveals, therefore, a contradiction of the characteristics of a legitimate nation-state, as the 

agencies lack a system of governance to effectively control the affairs of the border. The illegal 

yet licit practices of border officials and communities are core elements that demonstrate the 

Thai state’s bureaucratic system to be lagging behind the standards established by modern-nation 

state ideology.   

 
 
Regulations on vehicles  
 

Under the border regime, the regulation of vehicles, especially pick-up trucks operated 

across the border, has been another mechanism the Thai state has used to restrict the mobility of 

border-crossers and commodities. Branches of the Thai state located at the Nam Phueng 

checkpoint simply set their regulations based on nationwide standards established by the central 

authorities. Basically, those who do not own their own vehicles but desire to travel to the border 

from Mae Hong Son town have to rely on public transport in the form of pick-up trucks painted 

yellow whose owners have been granted permission to operate a public transportation service 

from the provincial land transport office. As described, vehicles from either side of the border 

are not allowed to pass through this border checkpoint, so the final stop on the Thai side is the 

Nam Phueng border checkpoint. However, truck drivers refer to Monna village as their final 

destination, even though it is one kilometer from the border checkpoint. Although there is no 

official regulation limiting the number of yellow trucks traveling on this route, an informal rule 

acknowledged among all drivers is that only 24 trucks are allowed to operate between Mae Hong 

Son town and the border checkpoint. The relatively restricted number of public truck operators 

follows the realization of the drivers that their transportation services are conducted in ‘grey 

zones’ where activities are illegal according to state regulations, but accepted as licit among their 

own community.  

Although the yellow trucks are supposed to run on a regular schedule, the operators do 

not strictly adhere to the regulations. They flexibly start their services any time, usually depending 

on the number of passengers they have accumulated. The passengers are predominantly migrants 

from Shan State, or regular customers using the truck to reach their destinations along the 

regular route. Therefore, the drivers begin at the border checkpoint, and set-off after waiting for 
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a sufficient number of customers coming from Shan State. Such circumstance reinforces the fact 

that Thai state regulations on transportation do not function as they should to achieve the goal 

of reliable and regular services on a fixed schedule. 

Another significant regulation by the Thai state establishes the maximum allowable 

number of passengers per truck as 12. However, truck drivers typically do not count children 

traveling along with their parents as passengers because the children are not charged individual 

fares. Therefore, pick-up truck drivers can regularly transport more than twelve people to Mae 

Hong Son town from the border. Moreover, the truck drivers realize that they can avoid state 

regulations by using the sub-road no. 1285, while they must be more cautious when operating 

their vehicles on the highway. They are aware that a number of state agencies monitor along the 

highway, some of which they are not familiar with, and thus are unlikely to be able to negotiate 

with or bribe successfully. The drivers might carry more than 12 passengers, with some to 

disembark along the sub-road, before reaching the intersection with the main road. 

This manipulation of state regulations on yellow-trucks reveals that state regulations are 

not enforced effectively, and skirted successfully due to tacit agreements among border 

communities. Such forms of outwitting state regulations enables members of border 

communities to strategize ways of earning income that are more beneficial for them. From 

another perspective, truck drivers are able to avoid conforming to state regulations regarding 

spatial control. Within the immediate border zones and all directions on sub-road no. 1285, they 

can freely operate their public-license vehicles to suit their preferred business practices. While 

driving in zones more officially state-regulated, such as on the highway leading to the center of 

the province, they tend to follow state regulations more closely. 

 
 
Roads and infrastructure  
 

Roads and basic infrastructure are icons of a state’s modernization. This resonates with 

the local Thai state, which attempts to reify its conception of the ideal modern state through the 

development of infrastructure, especially road construction to facilitate the transportation of 

passengers and goods. As described previously, the Thai state, under the frontier regime, failed 

to absolutely control the country’s borders, leading to a general neglect of infrastructure 

development in the area. Filling the vacuum left by state authorities, border elites, leaders of 

armed groups in Shan State, and powerful cross-border traders invested in road construction to 

support the fulfillment of their political and trade goals beginning in the ethnic conflict era of the 

1970s. The development of dirt pathways into ones accessible to motorized vehicles, on one 

hand, represented the political elites’ attempts to monopolize transportation and to control 
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cross-border flows. On the other, it brought modernity and convenience to locals’ livelihoods 

and mobility, including their trading and transporting of goods. In William Miles’s study (2005) 

on the Niger-Nigeria border, two communities along the border did not consider the state-

demarcated boundary as the separation of two countries, but rather as a project that brought 

development to their communities. At my research site, border villagers considered local 

infrastructure development with a similar logic; they were not concerned about who or which 

states on either side would benefit most from the infrastructure, as long as they could access it.  

State-sponsorship and budget allocation to construct new roads did not arrive until the 

official opening of the border on the Thai side. At present, Thailand’s Department of Highways 

and the Thai Ministry of Transport sponsor the construction and maintenance of highway no. 

1095, whereas local administrative organizations are responsible for minor roads, such as no. 

1285. How the roads are managed depends largely on the budget annually allocated to each sub-

district. During my fieldwork, minor road no. 1285 had 15 kilometers of paved asphalt, while the 

rest was made of cement. Several stretches of road had deteriorated over time after scores of 

four-wheeled, and six-wheeled trucks with full loads traveled them. Meanwhile, the local 

government budget available to rebuild or repair the road is rather limited for each fiscal year. 

This results in villagers’ growing complaints of the poor condition of the road, which not only 

negatively effects the transportation of goods, but also causes inconvenience in the condition of 

patients being transferred to the hospital in town.  

On the Shan State side, there were no asphalted roads from the Thai border to the 

villages, and only limited cement roads within the area of Homöng. The road conditions revealed 

uneven development of infrastructure between Shan State and Thailand. During my first 

experience exploring the Nam Phueng checkpoint in September 2012, I wanted to see the border 

demarcation line. One Thai solider told me that such line did not exist: “Just continue walking 

until the end of the cement road, then you’re at the beginning of Burma’s territory.” Apart from 

this experience, during my travels across the border to and within the Salween River’s eastern 

bank zones, I traveled on poor-quality roads that were markedly less improved than those in 

Thailand and showed signs of decaying cement. In the Burma-controlled zones, beyond the 

Salween River’s west bank, local people were hired by authorities to build or repair roads by 

breaking-up rocks from nearby mountainsides with large hammers, while others burned bitumen 

mixed with rocks to make asphalt. Local people told me that the Burmese government had 

allocated a budget to build, repair, and improve roads in Shan State and throughout the country. 

This coincided with a news report in April 2013 (Gecker, 2013) detailing the Burmese 

government’s plans to construct a 320-kilometer road in Shan State’s isolated central plateau, an 
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area that has been plagued by opium production and trafficking and resultant conflict for several 

decades. Due to inadequate road conditions in this area, drivers could only travel between 30-to-

40 kilometers per hour, and encountered many obstructions due to the long-term fighting along 

the frontiers, leading to an overall lack of development projects initiated in this area by the 

central government.  

Aside from this, the main cause of the lack of infrastructural and economic development 

along the border is attributable to the ‘divide and rule’ strategy of the British during the colonial 

era. The British administratively divided Burma into ‘Burma Proper’—the residential lowland 

area of the ethnic Burman—and the ‘frontiers,’ where the majority of the country’s ethnic groups 

resided in the highlands and mountain ranges (Smith, 1999 [1991], p. 47; South, 2008, p. 10). The 

objective of the British was to socially integrate the Burmans in the lowlands with the central 

power, rather than to connect Burma Proper with the frontiers. The frontiers were subsequently 

neglected in terms of both development projects and administration (South, 2008, p. 10). 

Subsequently, southernmost Shan State has remained “frontier” in terms of physical distance 

from the center, and of being under the frontier regime with the Maha Ja family acting as a 

border elite, rather than the Myanmar government, which may have done more to develop the 

area’s infrastructure. 

The Maha Ja family has, to date, not introduced any development projects to improve 

road conditions. Besides, dwellers in Homöng’s administrative zones face a shortage of electricity 

supply, as the only dam, called Nong Long and situated in Möng Maü sub-district, is substandard 

and does not generate sufficient power for the whole area. As a result, the town is often in 

complete darkness at night. People have little electricity to draw on, and must rely on their own 

generators for supplemental electricity, with many simply left to light candles. During periods 

when Homöng hosts a large, traditional Shan ceremony or a Buddhist-related event, the events’ 

organizers will typically bring in electric generators from Mae Hong Son to supplement the main 

supply.  

In comparison to infrastructure development on the Shan side of the border, the local 

Thai government takes a more modernized approach. However, conditions in different areas 

depend on which state agencies have the responsibility for budgeting road construction and 

maintenance. The objectives of such agencies in allocating their annual budgets often fail to align 

with the facilitation of cross-border activities. The proper governance of the state as detailed by 

modern nation-state ideology does not occur under the Thai state at the border. In addition, 

communication systems along the border, especially on the Thai side, have not been advanced 

due to poor mobile networks. The conditions have been allowed to stagnate because the Thai 
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military regarded the border as a sensitive area characterized by long-term violence and drug 

trafficking. Therefore, the performance of the Thai state does not reach the standards of a 

modern nation-state because it continues to aim to control information flows across the border, 

a situation that has not differed since the time of the frontier regime. 

The performance of the Thai state from an infrastructure development-perspective again 

reflects its inconsistency in controlling the border. On one hand, it aims to upgrade the border to 

the standards of an international border gateway within the framework of regional cooperation 

and integration at a broader level. On the other, it has continued to perform its functions to 

manage the border similar to its mission during the frontier regime, during which it considered 

the border zone unstable and disorderly due to political situations on the Shan State side. 

Overall, the border security in this borderland reflects the paradox of the Thai state in the style 

of a modern nation-state while the Shan State side remains under a frontier regime, subsequently 

requiring border control in the contemporary period to make use of intertwined methods of the 

frontier, border, and mobility regimes.   

 
 
Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, I have presented five main mechanisms the Thai state has employed to 

control cross-border flows, namely: 1. checkpoints and the performance of state officers; 2. 

complicated procedures and required documentation; 3. categorization of border crossers; 4. 

statistics collection; and 5. regulations on vehicles. The Thai state’s performance explicitly 

contrasts with the functions of the authorities in Shan State, where the Burmese state and border 

elites lack state regulations, representing disparity in political and economic development on 

opposite sides of the border. Nonetheless, the regulations crafted by the Thai state reflect the 

inconsistency and inefficiency of the state’s performance. Checkpoints situated today along the 

main local road represent the state’s power to claim benefits from cross-border activities in a way 

not significantly different from that during the frontier regime. 

Underlain with modern nation-state concepts, the Thai state has proceeded to implement 

more advanced technology, complicated procedures and documentation requirements, 

categorization of border-crossers, collection of statistics, and regulation of vehicles. However, it 

has not achieved these goals in their entirety, since it has also created loopholes that allow border 

communities to manipulate control and management of cross-border flows. This is another 

mechanism facilitating cross-border flows to occur in contradiction to stricter regulations. Shan 

traders successfully conduct their trading activities, while a large number of Shan migrants 
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manage to traverse the border relatively easily within the politics of citizenship and by 

maneuvering and strategizing their passages within the established frameworks. 

 In Chapter 5, in order to shift the perspective from the structure of political elites in 

controlling the border to the border-crosser’s perspective, or an agency approach, I will 

investigate the conduct of traders in carrying out small-scale, cross-border activities, including 

the proactive and reactionary means with which they respond to the state’s border control efforts 

within the fluid realms of illegality and licitness. In regards to particular goods, the Thai state also 

regulates certain commodities through a bureaucratic system based on sophisticated procedures 

and heavy documentation. This contrasts with attempts to control the trading of commodities on 

the Shan State side, where arbitrary rules are enforced by the Maha Ja family within its political 

territory, and where authoritarian rules still remain under the Burmese regime.  

 



Chapter 5 
 

Diversifying Meanings of Commodities and State Performance 

 
 
 

In this chapter, I focus on how the directives of political elites and states have come to 

shape informal cross-border trade at the Thai-Burmese border, resulting in both proactive and 

reactive practices triggered by regulations on the trading of particular commodities. To date, 

most studies on cross-border trade have mainly centered on merchants’ strategies in response to 

border regulations imposed by nation-states (Konstantinov, 1996; Walker, 1999; Wallace, 1999; 

Kusakabe, 2004; Williams & Baláž, 2005; Turner, 2010; Harris, 2013; Endres, 2014). My goal at 

this juncture is to investigate how the meanings given to commodities by traders and state actors 

are directly linked to trade strategies. When transporting goods into Thailand, for example, 

traders in Shan State often manipulate regulations by adapting the meanings of commodities to 

suit their business aims. I suggest that particular commodities fluidly traverse conditions of 

legality and licitness when their meanings transform upon crossings of the international border. 

For instance, through the Nam Phueng checkpoint, traders regularly report that particular 

commodities, such as rice and garlic, are private goods for personal consumption when their 

actions are in disaccord with the central government’s policies. 

As detailed in Chapter 4, the Mae Hong Son government has adopted regulations aligned 

with modern nation-state ideology based on documentation and complicated procedures 

(Sharma & Gupta, 2006; Gupta, 2012) to manage cross-border flows. Nonetheless, state 

authorities perform their duties as mundane activities influenced by familiarity with members of 

the border communities rather than strictly enforcing the laws. Their mundane practices are 

conducted within a “regulatory space” (Abraham & van Schendel, 2005) in which dominant and 

alternative construction of meanings are often in contestation. I argue that, while aiming to 

succeed in cross-border trade, merchants are compelled to find strategies to outwit state 

regulations and the performance of border control by state officers, including the manipulation 

of regulations. As a result, some forms of exchange confound the boundary between gifting and 

bribery, leading to the creation of negotiable space where ‘illegal’ activities become accepted as 

‘licit’.  

The performance of the state in regulating small-scale trade reflects a daily form of 

control under the border regime. Although the Thai state attempts to officially control cross-

border flows, most of the time it fails to resist the legacy of the frontier regime, which allowed 

the creation of negotiable space to occur. Cross-border traders and officials on both sides have 
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subsequently maintained relationships through gifting and the exchange of commodities to 

sustain the border economy at a local level, at the same time enabling state actors to employ the 

border economy to draw larger budget allocations from the central government for the 

upgrading of the border’s status.  

In this chapter, I employ a multi-dimensional analysis to study actual encounters of 

cross-border traders with the border elites’ rules and state regulations when moving commodities 

across the border. First, I consider how they strategize their trade in the fluid space between 

legality and licitness with regard to their desired manners (Smart, 1993) and social behaviors 

(Sherry Jr., 1983, p. 158). Itty Abraham and Willem van Schendel (2005) suggest that shifting 

judgments of what is legal, illegal, licit, and illicit originate from diverse standpoints, and as the 

statuses of actions shift from one to another. Second, the study of cross-border trade between 

Vietnam and China by Kirsten Endres (2014) reveals how state officers and traders in a 

Vietnamese border town mutually created an “accepted space,” allowing bribes to sustain the 

local border economy. Moreover, an exchange in an informal economic transaction potentiality 

shifts commodities into gifts, altering the transaction and blurring the boundary between gifting 

and bribery (Polese, 2008). The interaction between traders, the directives of elites, and 

regulations of the state potentially result in shifting of commodities’ statuses within the fluid 

continuum of legal, illegal, licit, and illicit. As Eric Tagliacozzo (2005, p. 3) argues, the smuggling 

of commodities illustrates the nature of commodities crossing international borders, and their 

statuses regularly shift as they move between different unstable spaces. 

To present the situation of cross-border trade intersecting with rules and regulations 

imposed by political elites on both sides of the border at the Nam Phueng checkpoint, I 

structure this chapter by firstly describing what commodities in Shan State are commonly 

transported to Thailand. I detail the traders’ journeys from particular departure towns in Shan 

State to the Thai border, which includes the maneuvering of trade passages around arbitrary rules 

imposed by Burmese officials and the Maha Ja family. Next, I focus on Thai state regulations on 

commodities transported from Shan State, and how traders on both sides respond to such 

regulations. The final section of this chapter involves the Thai state’s regulations on particular 

commodities exported from Thailand, including some that are arbitrarily monitored by the 

Burmese officials.  

 
 
 
 
 
 



Busarin Lertchavalitsakul 

107 

 

Commodity flows from Shan State to Thailand 
 

Shan foods and processed items have been in-demand by Shan labor migrants since the 

initial period of relatively large-scale migration to Thailand began in the mid-20th century. In this 

section, I provide a broad picture of the types of products and the various modes of transporting 

the goods from Shan State to Thailand. Exchanges of commodities facilitated by traders on the 

Shan State side require dealing with border elites’ rules and the Burma Army’s political 

boundaries. Explorations of such exchanges reveal how the traders maneuver their passages with 

money and commodities as incentives to those powers. The exchange of commodities illustrates 

the blurred boundaries between gifting and bribery. Another important aspect of commodity 

exchange is that while particular commodities retain significance by becoming sources of income 

for elites through various forms of informal taxation, other types of commodities are transported 

by traders to serve the demand of Shan labor migrants living throughout Thailand.   

Between 2008 and 2015, taxes on cattle, wood products, food items, and processed 

products from Shan State accounted for the majority of customs revenue at the border.1 

Recently, the volume of cattle trade through this channel has dwindled, although the Thai 

government continues to consider cattle a top-ranking and high-value commodity. This is 

contrary to the situation of the cattle trade during the period of intense ethnic civil war in Burma, 

when the trade volume was significantly higher and involved different types of traders and 

middlemen (see Chapter 2). Trade in cattle over the past 10 years has reduced because the 

number of cattle in areas in Shan State reachable from the Nam Phueng checkpoint has been 

decreasing. After cattle, the second-highest volume commodity is homemade foods and 

processed products, which I categorize into three types: 1. processed food products, e.g. soya 

beans and tofu, dried noodles, pickled mustard leaves, sesame oil, sugarcane cubes, dried chili, 

dried fish, and herbal medicines; 2. agricultural produce, for example, onions, garlic, nuts, and 

sesame seeds; and 3. Shan socio-cultural objects used in traditions or festivals, such as Shan 

language textbooks, booklets used in funeral rituals, Shan-style hats, shoes, embroidered pieces, 

and Shan fashion clothing and fabric.  

In Shan State, foods and preserved products are made in individual households. Traders 

collect these products when orders are placed by traders on the Thai side. They either go to buy 

                                                           
1 I obtained these statistics from documents at the Mae Hong Son Customs Office titled “Data of Border 
Trade: Statistics of Imports, Exports, and Revenue Collection of the Mae Hong Son Customs Office,” 
relating to fiscal years 2008 to 2012. 
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the products directly from producers’ homes, or at the central markets of various towns.2 The 

production of homemade foods reflects a pattern of production that remains closely tied to Shan 

traditions. On the eve of the market day, specific commodity producers, such as tofu makers, 

multiply the volume of their raw product to sell the next day, since not only locals from their 

town come to shop, but also others from adjacent towns. The market day provides space for 

producers to sell goods, for traders to buy products to sell to retailers, and for distributors 

searching for products according to their orders received from Thailand. Agricultural produce is 

homegrown in lowland habitats where abundant fields are available for the cultivation of rice and 

other produce. Raw agricultural products, such as rice, garlic, and onions, are also cultivated in 

Shan State, and are favored by the Shan in Thailand compared to such items that are locally 

farmed due to their higher quality and lower price. These products became sensitive for Shan 

traders to transport and sell openly in Thailand because of their statuses as banned items 

according to a Thai Customs regulation implemented in the early 2000s.3  

Auntie Hong, a woman in her late 50s from Taunggyi, travels quite far from her home to 

the border. Before 2014, it normally took her several days to reach Mae Hong Son over a 

distance of approximately 300 kilometers, though the duration varied based on the condition of 

the roads. After that mentioned year the Burmese government started the project of road 

construction and repair in most parts of the country including the Salween’s western bank zone 

(Gecker, 2013) Therefore, Auntie’s Hong trip has become shorter—only a few days. After 

arriving in Mae Hong Son town, she attempts to sell some of her products—specifically turmeric 

power, processed soya beans in a disc shape known as to nao, and dried fish—then divides the 

remainder into different quantities in plastic bags. She then walks to the market, strolling around 

the different stalls to inquire with sellers whether they require any of her goods at this time. 

Afterwards, she makes phone calls to retailers in other locales to confirm the quantity of goods 

they would like to order. She writes her customers’ names and addresses on the sacks of goods 

                                                           
2 Some of the markets in Shan State follow the schedule of the traditional Shan bazaar, which occurs 
every five days, especially in former Shan saopha-ruled states. The five-day market cycle starts from the 
market day called wan kat when producers sell their products at their town’s market. The next day is called 
wan wai kat meaning “no market day,” so producers do make nothing. The next day is called wan kat kaeng, 
and the next day is wan kat tat, with the final day before the next market being called wan kat toom.  

3 See Mae Hong Son Custom House (2014). In fact, the national restriction on foreign garlic was imposed 
following the proliferation of cheap garlic from China resulting from the opening of a free trade market 
in agricultural produce between Thailand and China in 2004. The two governments agreed to a Free 
Trade Agreement (FTA) in November 2004, resulting in several agricultural farmers being affected by the 
influx of cheap produce, including garlic originating from China (Thansettakij, 2005). 
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and sends them by inter-provincial buses to the northern region of Thailand and the capital city 

of Bangkok.  

In several markets in Bangkok’s outskirts4 are sites where Shan migrant workers can find 

products imported from Shan State and other Myanmar border areas. However, these small 

shops or stalls in the larger markets tend to reduce the specific ethnic characteristics of their 

products, and only represent their items as general goods and foods from Myanmar. In some 

regions, mobile pick-up truck traders are key actors in moving products to serve the demand of 

Shan consumers who have difficulty traveling to established markets. These consumers can order 

goods by telephone to be delivered directly or sent through the post.5 

As described above, the path of production in Shan State to the Shan consumers in 

Thailand illustrates that traders rather efficiently transport and sell items to retailers and Shan 

labor migrants in Thailand. In the next section, I will discuss the rules and regulations imposed 

by state actors that traders inevitably encounter while transporting goods to Thailand. Their 

strategies in changing the meanings of commodities into either gifts or bribes helps them to 

outwit such directives and overcome barriers to trading successfully. 

 
 
Arbitrary rules imposed on cross-border traders in Shan State 
 

Cross-border traders from the Shan State side must strategize their responses to arbitrary 

rules imposed by Burmese officials and associates of the Maha Ja family in order to move their 

goods across various political boundaries. Up to the time of my fieldwork, the Myanmar 

government had not established a customs office to levy taxes on cross-border traders or their 

items. In practice, traders were made to hand over a small amount of money or other incentives, 

such as foodstuffs, to the Burmese officers and soldiers when they journeyed through different 

posts. In territory controlled by the Maha Ja family, the most common process for traders was to 

register their pick-up trucks in order to get the license plates necessary for transporting goods 

and passengers within the Homöng zone (see Chapter 3). Cross-border traders were therefore 

not regulated according to the goods they traded, but by the vehicles they used in their trading.  

In general, Shan cross-border traders are not obliged to register in any of Myanmar’s 

official systems. Furthermore, the Burma Army and the Maha Ja family rarely enforce their 
                                                           
4 During my fieldwork in 2012 and 2013, I visited some of Bangkok’s outskirt markets in Bangkapi, 
Phrakanong, and Samrong districts. These were generally fresh markets where there were two or three 
stalls were set up by migrants from Myanmar.  

5 I gleaned this data during a May 4, 2014, telephone conversation with Bird, a male Shan trader who 
operates a pick-up truck in Chonburi and Rayong provinces in eastern Thailand. 
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respective lists of regulated or banned products. Consequently, the legal status of commodities’ 

does not apply in regard to state control within Myanmar and territories controlled by the Maha 

Ja family. When passing through areas in the country controlled by state officers or the Maha Ja 

family, Shan traders are spared the rigid implementation of rules. They need not be scrupulous 

about declaring what they are transporting in their vehicles. In most situations, a Burmese officer 

asking, “What is in your truck?” would likely receive a truthful answer. On numerous occasions, 

officers ask questions without determination to receive an accurate answer, but rather in such a 

way as to give the traders a chance to answer and offer something in return, either as a display of 

generosity or as an act of reciprocity. When passing through the Maha Ja family’s political 

boundaries, traders are forced to pay certain amounts as informal taxes to personnel at check 

posts. For instance, the Maha Ja family taxes cattle traders at the rate of 2,000 Thai baht per 

animal, regardless of size.6 For other products, Burmese officials and soldiers at different posts 

demand different amounts or types of incentives.  

Figure 5.1 and Table 5.1 below illustrate data I collected from three cross-border traders 

from Shan State, as well as via my own participant observation, concerning posts located along 

the route from Nam Sang Township to the Thai border. In Fig. 5.1, circled numbers 1 to 5  

represent stops located on the western bank of the Salween River, which are manned by 

Burmese Army and civilian officers. Starred numbers 6 to 9 are stations located in zones 

controlled by the Maha Ja family on the Salween’s east bank. Each post is manned by different 

state actors. In Table 5.1, I show the amount of monetary exchanges and rewards given by cross-

border traders to the soldiers, officers, and authorities in zones controlled by the Burma Army 

and the Maha Ja family, including the SSA-S based in Loi Tai Laeng. All amounts of money that 

these traders pay to these political elites are unrelated to the value of the goods they carry. Some 

of the payments transferred to the political elites in this fashion become ambiguous funds in the 

form of bribes or informal taxes, never reaching the coffers of the central government. The Shan 

traders also realize that the function of these informal taxes is to facilitate passage through each 

check post, rather than to contribute to the official border economy of Myanmar. Nonetheless, a 

monetary exchange conducted in the Maha Ja family’s territory could be interpreted as coercive 

gifting, akin to a bribe, since it involves cash (Noonan, 1984, p. xxi). Furthermore, these funds 

are demanded by the Myanmar officers and the personnel of the Maha Ja family based on the 

continuum of gifting and bribery common to both sides on opposite ends (Polese, 2008).  

 
                                                           
6 I obtained this data from a villager who raises cattle in Nam Phueng village on December 18, 2015. 
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Figure 5.1: Posts in southern Shan State where Shan cross-border traders pay fees or taxes. 
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Table 5.1: Select posts in southern Shan State where Shan cross-border traders pay fees 
and exchange commodities with state and state-like actors. 
 
 

Administrative power/political 
boundary No. Checkpost/Location Controlled by

Amount of taxes per truck, in 
THB and MMK

1 At the entrance to Langkhur 
township Burmese state personnel 2,000 kyat 

2 Langkhur township Burmese village’s protection 
personnel 2,000 kyat 

3 Nakong village Burmese village's protection 
personnel

No fixed amount, normally 1,000 
kyat 

4 Jalong village Burmese police officers 1,000 kyat and other incentives 
such as foodstuffs

5 Ta-sop-Teng pier on the Salween 
River’s western bank

Burmese officers controlling the 
post before entering the pier area None 

6 On the Salween River’s eastern 
bank

Maha Ja family managing queues 
of trucks and passengers riding in 
the trucks

22,000 kyat 

7 Homöng Maha Ja family's personnel 400 baht 

8 Kong Mai Hung Burma Army 50 baht, other incentives or no 
payment

Maha Ja family's personnel

Burmese state personnel 

 Shan State Army-South (SSA-S) * SSA-S military base SSA-S militias 5,000 baht per year

Zones controlled by the 
Burmese government 

(on Salween River’s west bank)

Zones controlled by the Maha 
Ja family  

(on Salween River’s east bank)

Crossing the Salween River

9 The village of Monna (pseudonym) 50 baht 

 
 

To succeed in cross-border trade, maintaining of networks on each side of the border is 

of vital importance. Figure 5.2 shows how networks are created and sustained by relationships 

across multiple domains (Trotter, 1999), including ethnicity, kinship, village fellowship, 

reciprocity between traders on both sides of the border, and their maintaining of relationships 

with the Thai state and political powers. Besides, traders employ either gifting or bribery as 

common strategies in moving goods across the border. Upon crossing the border, they may face 

a situation in which they must change the meanings of particular commodities that are 

categorized as sensitive or semi-regulated. All of these elements and factors facilitate them to 

successfully move commodities across the international border.  

When arriving at the border checkpoint, traders on the Shan State side transfer goods 

and passengers to traders on the Thai side with whom they have a trading partnership. The same 

practice happens in reverse when they depart Thailand for Myanmar; traders on the Thais side 

transfer Thai consumer products from their trucks to trucks belonging to their trade partners. 

The strategies employed by traders on both sides of the border to navigate state regulations on 

the Thai side will be described in the next section. 
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Figure 5.2: Networks and relationships of traders across the border. 
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Thai state regulations on commodity flows from Shan State 

  
Under the border regime, the Thai state imposes regulations to control and closely 

monitor cross-border trade activities. One of the Thai regulations stipulates that vehicles from 

either side are not allowed to cross to the territory on the other side of the border. Subsequently, 

porters as significant actors emerged after the establishment of the Nam Phueng checkpoint in 

July 1996, as they facilitate the transfer of goods and serve as workarounds to such regulations. 

However, this regulation in particular reflects a contradiction in the Thai state’s policy. The 

directive prevents the convenient passage of vehicles from Shan State across the border, which 

contrasts with the situation during the time of the frontier regime prior to establishment of the 

Nam Phueng border checkpoint. It subsequently delays traders’ border crossings, and it is the 

traders who are burdened with the economic costs of time wasted and employment of porters. 

 
Porters: Emerging actors 
 

One effect the regulation against vehicles crossing the border has had is the creation of 

employment opportunities for villagers to serve as porters. Most porters working at the border 

are from Monna village on the Shan State side. On the day of my visit, about 10 women with 

their children in tow walked to the border to work as porters. This work supplements their 

primary income derived from small-scale farming. The women work under a queue system to 

transfer goods. The general amount paid to the porters by the traders for the transfer of all 

goods from one truck to another is 100 baht per transfer, divided by the number of porters. If 

five people work together to complete one transfer, each receives twenty baht. Therefore, the 

porters hustle to complete each transfer as quickly as possible in order to begin another transfer 

straight away (Fig. 5.3). The tiny chain of commodities mobilized by these small-scale actors 

illustrate a new phase of the border economy, which has opened opportunities for the emergence 

of new social actors. Meanwhile, these porters are able to cross the international border within 

the intermediate border zone without undergoing any formal immigration controls from the Thai 

authorities. The authorities do not consider this border-crossing pattern comparable to that of 

migrant workers who go farther into Thailand’s interiors to see work. Because of the proximate 

geography, these porters live in their village across the border and walk daily to and across the 

checkpoint to participate in the cross-border trade. This practice of porters and state officers’ 

less rigid border controlling reiterates a form of cross-border mobility that violates the official 

regulations, yet is accepted as licit by border communities and the local state elites. Therefore, 

controls on human mobility at the border are undermined, allowing the border to become 

increasingly permeable. 
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Burdensome procedures   
 

Another significant regulation of the authorities in attempt to control the flow of goods 

at the border is the categorization of goods transported into and out of Thailand by means of 

paperwork and official procedures. The cattle trade exemplifies this bureaucratic approach. 

According to regulations on importing the animals into Thailand, cattle traders must obtain a 

document from Mae Hong Son’s livestock office at least three days in advance, while preparing 

stalls for animals to be quarantined for 21 days before the livestock are allowed into Thailand. 

Pending approval by the livestock director-general for another document, which typically 

requires three working days, the livestock officers inspect the animals’ condition. After this step, 

cattle traders are allowed to bring their animals into Thailand, where the customs officers verify 

the number of animals once more time before issuing the final documents.7 

This lengthy procedure may not significantly burden Thai cattle traders as much as their 

price negotiations for the animals, which is normally conducted apart from the official process. 

The most active trader at this border, Chaipon, is known to travel up to Homöng in order to 

negotiate with traders in Shan State prior to the animals’ arrival at the border in order to secure 

the best possible deal. The permits and quantity of animals might not always be reported in 

advance, according to the official regulations described above. Chaipon relies on networks built 

over decades of trading to cross the border without undergoing strict immigration checks. It is 

also considered acceptable for him to bring along a livestock officer to check the animals’ health, 

which helps him gain confidence in his ability to negotiate a price appropriate for the Thai 

market. Despite Chaipon’s actions clearly being in breach of livestock import regulations and 

                                                           
7 The first document is officially titled “Thai Ro. 1/1,” the second “Thai Ro. 6”, and the third “Thai Ro. 
7.” 

Figure 5.3: The transfer of goods by porters from 
trucks on the Thai side to the Shan State side of the 
border. 
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protocol, he manages to conduct his business efficiently and successfully by circumventing the 

rules.  

To increase the volume of border trade in Mae Hong Son province, the local Thai 

customs office has attempted to stimulate the economy of this relatively low-profile province by 

maintaining the revenue rates on several types of goods traded across the border, including 

cattle. The market price, in baht, of each animal at the time of this research was between 20,000 

and 40,000, but the Thai customs office set the estimated price at only 4,000 baht, the market 

rate several decades ago. The tariff for the cattle was 5% of 4,000 baht, meaning that each head 

of cattle imported into Thailand was taxed at 200 baht.8 Small-scale traders crossing through this 

checkpoint derive only a modest profit from their transactions, mostly due to the long distance 

traveled over poor infrastructure. However, the local government intends to keep this border 

checkpoint active, so as to meet the international standards of economic cooperation between 

Myanmar and Thailand.  

Moreover, the demand for goods from locals in Homöng has helped forge a relationship 

through economic transactions between two political elites: the Mae Hong Son provincial 

government and the Maha Ja family. The Thai government’s cross-border trade policy implicitly 

sustains income for the Maha Ja family by attracting small-scale merchants to trade through this 

checkpoint. Although the Thai state loses some of its potential income from an economic aspect, 

the state and state-like Maha Ja family are able to facilitate transborder flows through informal 

taxation systems that support their political feasibility. Considering the economic value of the 

cattle, the Thai local state loses potential income from lowering the tariff rates compared to what 

it would gain by taxing the animals’ actual market value. The economic value of animals carries 

less importance to the Thai government than that of the political significance of sustaining 

border trade within the larger political economy at a national level. 

To reiterate, the cattle trade conducted through this border channel reflects the 

transformed meanings of certain type of commodities, from economic added value to a political 

tool of the border elites (see also Chapter 3). And when the meanings of the commodities are 

changed, opportunities are created for traders such as Chaipon and livestock officials to support 

their income-generating activities by manipulating border controls, including increasing the 

mobility of commodities across the international border by not requiring them to undergo 

complicated and time-consuming border control procedures. 

                                                           
8 Interview with a customs officer in Mae Hong Son on January 25, 2013. However, in the Customs 
Office’s decree, the tariff rate for cattle imported for breeding purposes is 0%, while other types of cattle 
have a tariff rate of 40% (Thai Customs, n.d.). The 0% tariff for breeding cattle is similar to the tax-
exempt garlic used in Thai farming to improve the quality of local garlic. 
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Concerning foodstuffs, the Mae Hong Son customs office enforces two courses of 

actions upon merchants. The first type, enforced on border-crossers entering Thailand, aims at 

masking the real nature of the load being brought into the country, which are routinely classified 

as personal belongings with a value not exceeding 20,000 baht. Rather than being taxed, traders are 

required to pay modest fees9 at the office upon arrival. The second scenario, for goods valued at 

more than 20,000 baht, obliges traders to comply with the official customs procedure. As a first 

step, merchants are required to submit documents declaring the nature and volume of their 

loads, on which taxes are levied after these details have been entered into the computer system at 

the border customs office. However, the system at the customs office at the Nam Phueng border 

checkpoint has not, at the time of research, been computerized. Consequently, customs officers 

manually record the data and issue a goods-transfer document that allows traders to move their 

wares forward. The traders pay the tax at the customs office in the town. This creates an added 

incentive for traders to not declare goods, and for customs officers to not record the exact 

volume of goods to be taxed.  

 
National policies and local adaptation 

 
In following the central policies to regulate certain commodities, state officers must 

comply and occasionally manipulate them to ease the complexity of law enforcement upon 

cross-border traders, such as relaxing the enforcement of regulations to suit traders’ objectives in 

maximizing their business. In this section, I illustrate the performance of state officers in 

implementing laws to control the border, and the officers’ interpretation of regulations on cross-

border activities. 

As previously described, the flow of commodities from Shan State to Thailand does not 

place Shan traders under any rigid implementation of laws by Burmese authorities or the Maha Ja 

family. The Shan traders seem to be more aware of regulations stipulated by the Thai authorities 

when moving commodities across the international border. Subsequently, their proactive and 

reactive behaviors intermingle with the fluid and loose meanings that hover between legality and 

licitnessin regards to the commodities. At the same time, the Thai local state constitutes terms of 

legality and illegality, and implements statuses of licitness and illicitness on commodities. It 

fundamentally aims to protect Thai national security in various aspects, for example, preventing 

smuggling of drugs and other forbidden commodities, limiting the importation of particular 

products from Myanmar to avoid competition with local products, and managing commodities 

depending on Thai craftsmanship outflows. 

                                                           
9 Known as arkorn pakrawang in Thai. 
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Particular commodities can either be legally traded or illicitly smuggled, which involves 

the interpretations of different actors within diverse spatial and temporal dimensions (Bair, 

2009). The meeting of consumption and production of certain commodities generates people’s 

mobility, and exposes the missing links of studies using only a commodity chain framework. 

Specifically, while commodities are produced and distributed along the chain, so are people 

involved in such movements. As a consequence of creating negotiable space, different 

interpretations of the meanings of commodities results in various forms and varying degrees of 

state regulations, e.g. one category may be loosely or strictly regulated, or forbidden completely. 

This situational border dynamic creates inconsistency in law enforcement, and allows actors to 

perpetuate divergent meanings towards their actions ( Long & Villarreal, 1998; Cusicanqui, 2005; 

Sur, 2012, chapter 6).  

The local Thai commercial affairs office publishes lists of banned or strictly regulated 

items. Commodities such as teak, timber, certain types of medicines, and construction equipment 

larger than types suitable for domestic use are prohibited due to their status as strategically 

important in warfare. The Mae Hong Son government has banned certain agricultural produce 

from Shan State, especially equivalent staple crops grown in the province. Rice is one of the 

most sensitive products, and the export of it from Myanmar to Thailand is banned due to the 

national policy that seeks to protect the domestic rice industry (Department of Foreign Trade, 

2016).10 Garlic is another crop on the list of banned commercial imports from Myanmar on 

account of the potential competition with the local variety, which could adversely affect the sale 

of Thai garlic. An exception, however, is made for specific types of garlic which, when 

incorporated into Thai farming practices, can improve the stock of local breeds, as will be 

explained later. Farmers and consumers in Mae Hong Son are aware that garlic grown in Shan 

State is of better quality and cheaper than its Thai equivalent due to the more organic farming 

techniques employed in Shan State. Thai garlic is more expensive on account of the extra costs 

associated with yields of larger-sized bulbs, which have a shorter shelf-life. The higher cost of 

farming garlic in Thailand accounts for the higher prices compared to garlic sourced from Shan 

State.  

 
Changing meanings of commodities 
 

Several studies of border affairs demonstrate that commodities moving across the border 

in diverse exchanges and circumstances have their meanings altered by traders when 

                                                           
10 Rice smuggling from neighboring countries into Thailand occurred from 2012 to 2014 (see Nehru, 
2012; Bangkok Post, 2013; Phoonphongphaiphat & Thukral, 2013; Eimer, 2014). 
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encountering border control (Chang, 1999; Kusakabe, 2004; Kusakabe, Sereyvathb, 

Suntornratanac, & Sriputinibondh, 2008; Harris, 2013). For instance, rice and garlic are 

categorized as specially regulated commodities, but traders on both sides regularly attempt to bring 

these items into Thailand for reasons other than household consumption. They have created 

proactive and reactive strategies and behaviors that intermingle with the fluid and loose 

meanings that hover between legality and licitness where these products are concerned. Because 

the central Thai government strictly regulates rice imports, carriers of quantities of rice even 

lower than those transported to the Thai border by Shan traders are made to comply with the 

national policy normally applicable to large loads. During my stay in the border village, I received 

several invitations from villagers to partake of their Shan meals. I subsequently learned the 

means in which traders carry rice from Shan State to sell to villagers on the Thai side.  

Auntie Nong is a 64-year-old woman. She operates a food stall at the border checkpoint, 

serving curries and Shan rice to her customers. Not only does she handle rice grown outside 

Thailand, she also cooks it with a commercial objective: 

 
I usually order rice from Shan State, about five sacks [about 300 liters or 165 kilograms] 
each time. Why don’t I use Thai rice? The Shan rice is only 500 baht per tang [Thai unit 
of measure equivalent to 20 liters or 11 kilograms],11 while the Thai rice is 600 baht. I 
don’t sell it, I only cook it for customers of my food stall.12   

 
 
Auntie Nong rationalizes that buying rice from Shan State is a licit action as long as she 

does not sell it uncooked for commercial purposes, but instead cooks it to serve to consumers at 

the border checkpoint, since this is the point from which cooked rice is not allowed to travel 

further. Therefore, her purchase of banned produce is considered as licit because of the taste and 

lower price of the rice, which reduces the investment costs in operating a food stall. Similarly to 

Auntie Nong, several other Shan stall-holders also purchase their rice from Shan State, which 

they consume at home on a daily basis and use to supplement their rice stock on special 

occasions such as large social gatherings. Another Shan female trader admitted that she smuggles 

Shan rice for sale in Thailand with the help of a trader on the Thai side. Therefore, rice is a 

product that is traded—albeit in a relatively small quantity—through this border channel, even 

though it is never reported to the Thai Customs Office as an imported item. This situation 

reiterates the contradiction of the central policy and the local adaptation of policy at the border. 

While the Thai government attempts to eradicate rice smuggling from neighboring countries, 

                                                           
11 Shan rice is measured by the sack. One sack is equivalent to three tang. 

12 Interview with Auntie Nong on November 17, 2012. 



Living with Four Polities 

120 

 

border communities consider it a licit activity when rice is consumed in households, prepared 

during special occasions with many guests, or in petty-scale trade. Rice consequently continues to 

move across the border, facilitated by traders’ perceptions and adapted meanings.  

Garlic also maintains a fluid socio-economic status in local contexts. Like rice, it 

engenders practices of illegal but licit flows in cross-border trade. There are two types of garlic: 

one is the edible variety, for cooking and consuming, and the other is used in farming or to 

improve the quality of local breeds.  

One day during my fieldwork, I asked a Shan female trader to drive me from the border 

checkpoint to the village where I was staying. She let me and another passenger sit on two sacks 

of Shan garlic placed in the back of the vehicle. We drove down from the hills to the village 

where the customs office is located. The trader pulled her truck over on a hilly mound in front of 

the office while greeting a customs officer who was inspecting the back of the truck from above. 

The trader then called out to him: “It’s garlic.” Upon hearing this, the customs officer in his blue 

uniform came down from his building to speak with the trader, who was still sitting in the cab of 

her truck: 

 
 Trader:  This is garlic for breeding. 
 Officer: Really? Is it really for breeding? 
 Trader:  Sure, it’s really for breeding. I swear.  
 Officer: [Walking around to the back of the truck] Okay. Let me check that  
   these are indeed for breeding.  

 
The other passenger and I stood up to allow the officer unrestricted space for his 

inspection. The officer opened one sack and took out a bundle of garlic, and then another one.  

  
Officer: Ok. Give me one bundle, plus another one, ‘for breeding.’ 

 
 
Following this exchange, the female trader started the truck and drove slowly towards 

Mae Hong Son town. The customs officer allowed the Shan trader to proceed to town with her 

load, even though he likely knew the garlic was intended for sale as edible food, and not for 

farming to enhance the quality of the local variety grown by Thai farmers. The trader’s report 

was wholly inaccurate. The officer, therefore, took the garlic as a gift from the female trader, who 

had made an untrue statement, the trade-off being safe passage for her load of garlic supposedly 

intended for cultivation purposes. Acceptance of the two bundles of garlic by the border officer 

can be considered an act of gifting (Smart, 1993) due to the manner in which this unspoken ritual 

was conducted between the officer and the trader. This illegal but licit practice was also implicitly 

condoned by the customs officer. The licit flow, in this case, occurred not only beyond the 
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state’s eye (Nordstrom, 2004, p. 11), but also by the state authority’s agreement within an 

“accepted space” (Endres, 2014). The intersection between cross-border flows and regulations 

did not result in strict controls, delayed passage, or absolute interruption. Rather, the state itself 

also facilitated and derived benefit from this informal cross-border trade. Furthermore, rice and 

garlic serve as exemplars that the transnational flows of illicit goods are not fixed in time and 

space, but are constantly subject to change (Abraham & van Schendel, 2005). In the cases 

described above, both the rice and the garlic were illegal according to Thai law, but both items 

became gifted commodities in licit flows accepted by both traders and officials. 

 
Commodity or gift? Bribery or social norm? 
 

Another aspect of cross-border trade that many studies have revealed is that small-scale 

and petty trade can overlap with smuggling (Konstantinov, 1996; Kusakabe, 2004; Kusakabe et 

al., 2008; Pophiwa, 2010; Boedeker, 2012; Bruns & Miggelbrink, 2012). Observing trade activities 

conducted through the Nam Phueng checkpoint, I noted that as goods moved across the border 

and intersected with state regulations, merchants strategically underreported the volume of a 

commodity in order to pay tax at lower than the official rates. Several traders from the Shan State 

side resized goods such as soya beans, dried fish, and other items packed in large sacks 

immediately upon arrival at the border checkpoint. Their primary aim was to compact their 

packages into smaller sacks, ensuring that their loads fell within the category of personal belongings 

in order to prevent the customs officers from estimating their value as exceeding 20,000 baht, 

which would need to be taxed.  

The case of Auntie Hong illustrates this strategy to avoid taxation. Her income-

generating activities are viewed by political elites in Shan State as those of a petty trader, which 

can also be an advantage for the Thai authorities. Although Thai customs imposes duties on 

Shan traders selling goods in Thailand, these traders use a variety of techniques to evade paying 

duties, such as packing goods into several small bags. For example, when Auntie Hong 

transported a 100-kilogram sack of Shan beans, she separated the items into two 50-kilogram 

bags upon reaching the Nam Phueng checkpoint. This parceling re-classified her commercial 

items into the category of personal belongings, thus falling outside the category liable to Thai import 

duty. Moreover, the rate at which the Thai Customs Office taxes goods varies according to the 

packaging or container size, and is not necessarily based on the weight of the goods. Although 

Auntie Hong repackaged her goods into smaller sacks near the checkpoint, in full view of 

everyone, including several Thai officers, she was not prevented from continuing, even though it 

violated Thai customs regulations. 
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Actually, a sack of beans should be taxed at 200 baht. Sometimes, the traders hire people 
at 20 baht per trip to walk with the bags across and pretend they are the actual owners of 
these personal effects. What can they do? The imported goods have been turned into 
personal belongings.13  
 
 
Typically, customs officers and soldiers checking goods at the first post on the Thai side 

are fully aware of the reason the traders re-parcel their loads into smaller packages, and yet they 

rarely argue or admonish the traders. Perhaps, this is due to the fact that some of the traders are 

elderly, veteran female traders who have traversed these routes across the border on a regular 

basis since the period of ethnic insurgency in the 1970s in Myanmar. Thai officers, therefore, 

allow them leeway, despite the fact that the transfer of goods into smaller-sized sacks is clearly 

intended to maximize the Shan traders’ profit at cost to the Thai state. Although cross-border 

trade activities are subject to regulations, local authorities do not always rigidly enforce them. As 

Sarah Turner (2013) asserts, cross-border traders do not necessarily desire to violate rules and 

regulations, they simply wish to maximize their profits and maintain their livelihood strategies. 

Turner’s suggestion is consistent with Just Boedeker’s (2012) observations of Baloch smugglers 

along the Afghan-Iranian border, where flows of goods and people are embedded in common 

social practices. In such an environment, smuggling is seen as a normal trading activity, carried 

out to improve traders’ livelihoods rather than simply as a clandestine activity. Furthermore, 

repackaging goods in order to avoid heavy taxation is a common practice among cross-border 

traders elsewhere, especially those who shift statuses between trader and tourist (Konstantinov, 

1996; Harris, 2013, pp. 114–115).  

In everyday practices of border control at the Nam Phueng checkpoint, the Thai army 

officials are authorized to halt the flow of goods when traders do not possess a permit to transfer 

goods from the customs office, or a document certifying that the items are tax-exempt. The Thai 

army base is the first stop where both people and commodities are screened, and it is also a point 

at which data is collected on commodities traded across the border (see Chapter 4). As observed 

during my fieldwork, paperwork was the only requirement with which traders consistently 

complied with Thai state regulations, despite the fact that commodities were allowed to be 

moved not only by means of paperwork, but also by reciprocal relationships, personal 

connections, or even unofficial payments. Such a circumstance emphasizes the fluidity of the 

meanings assigned by Thai officers to commodities traded for many years, such as in the 

situation of cattle trading illustrated earlier, by treating certain items as lesser-regulated goods. The 

state authorities’ performance implies that they interact leniently with traders with whom they are 

                                                           
13 Interview with Auntie Hong on April 11, 2013. 
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familiar, rather than rigidly enforcing the regulations on commodities. Again, the Thai state fails 

to achieve its stated goals for controlling goods, subsequently allowing traders to successfully 

move commodities across the border.    

At the same time, traders are aware that they cannot explicitly offer bribes as monetary 

inducements to sway the Thai soldiers, since befriending and building a rapport with the soldiers 

is more accepted as licit by both soldiers and traders. During one incident I witnessed, a soldier 

was removed from his post at the Nam Phueng border when his superior discovered he had 

received money from cross-border traders. The army is the only Thai border state agency where 

officers are regularly rotated on an annual basis because, in the words of one army officer, 

“Soldiers are not stationed here long—only one year—otherwise they learn and know too 

much.”14 Therefore, it is a common practice for traders to offer raw ingredients and foodstuffs 

to soldiers as gifts-in-kind. Food is considered a gift rather than a bribe (Polese, 2008) in Thai 

reciprocal culture. Foodstuffs become politicized as gifts, while they appear as trivial, 

insignificant, and low-value commodities. As Endres (2014) argues, bribes twist the notion of 

state authorities’ engagement with corruption as state and non-state actors mutually shift this 

form of trivial type of bribery to be accepted as a social norm.  

In cases where foods or other items appear trivial and modest in value, bribing can be 

made easier and distinct from gifting. We can see this form of gifting as a subtle form of bribery 

based on Marcel Mauss’s (1967) conception of a gift where, though certain items may appear to 

be trivial gifts from traders to Thai soldiers, the recipients are nevertheless obliged to return the 

favor. What the Thai officers return upon the exchange is a relaxation in the implementation or 

interpretation of regulations, which creates more opportunities for traders to avoid being 

regulated stringently. During my fieldwork, Thai soldiers and Shan traders on the Thai side built 

friendships while cooperatively organizing festive events, such as celebrations for the New Year 

in December and the Thai New Year in April. They held small and casual parties, drinking 

alcohol, singing, and dancing together after the border crossing was closed. Echoing Mari Lee 

Mifsud’s (2007) argument, this reflects the creation of obligations and norms of friendship and 

solidarity developed from hospitality and the generosity of the Shan traders honoring the Thai 

soldiers. It also emphasizes the state performance at the local level where state officers are 

hesitant in many situations to strictly interpret the laws and regulations, as they have gradually 

become part of the larger border community which must adapt central policies to suit local living 

conditions (see Eilenberg, 2012). From this perspective, the state officers’ performance of their 

                                                           
14 Interview with a Thai soldier on September 25, 2012.  
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duties fails to control flows of commodities across the border following the development of 

familiarity and solidarity.   

 
 
Thai state regulations on commodities moving out of Thailand 
 

State regulations on cross-border flows and on particular commodities are practiced 

more rigidly by the Thai state, as emphasized previously. This section discusses how the Thai 

state attempts to control particular commodities, such as Buddha images, from being transported 

out of Thailand by employing red tape and paperwork in order to protect Thai craftsmanship 

and prevent improper commercialization.15 It also explores the performance of low-ranking 

Burmese officers tasked with cracking down on illicit commodities imported from Thailand. 

Although the Burmese state arbitrarily implements such rules, traders do not comply with them 

voluntarily. Instead, they resist by transporting increasingly greater volumes of Thai commodities 

into Shan State.   

From 2009 to 2012, the 10 main commodities transported from Thailand through the 

Nam Phueng checkpoint in Shan State were consumer products. The first five were slippers, 

soda drinks, alcoholic drinks, cooking oil, and benzene. It was only in 2008 that used pick-up 

trucks ranked the highest on the list of exported goods. In later years, people in Shan State 

became able to buy pick-up trucks made in China with greater ease due to the opening of border 

trade between China and Myanmar in different border towns, including former and current 

armed conflict zones (Dean, 2005; Siriphon, 2008; Kyu, 2016; Roi Aung, 2016; Than, 2016). 

 Before leaving the Thai border, the Mae Hong Son customs office records the types of 

goods transported from Thailand to Shan State. The Mae Hong Son government’s bureaucracy 

impacts traders on both sides in their attempts to transport consumer products out of Thailand. 

The Shan side’s traders regularly place orders through their partners on the Thai side, and on 

certain occasions that they require a larger volume of goods, especially during Shan festive 

seasons like Poy Sang Long and Tai New Year. Traders on both sides who export Thai goods to 

Shan State must procure a paper issued by the customs office in Mae Hong Son, declaring the 

volume of commodities they carry. If failing to comply with the customs procedure, they may be 

prevented from moving their goods into or out of the border checkpoint areas by military 

officers stationed at the checkpoint. Certain commodities such as Buddha images, benzene, and 

construction equipment used for cultural and religious purposes need to be processed with 

paperwork certified by the relevant authorities.  
                                                           
15 Praratchabanyat boransatan boranwattu Silpawattu lae pipittapansatan haeng chat (chabab 2), 2535 B.E. [Ancient 
sites, antiquities, art objects, and national museum (second issue), 1995 Act]. 



Busarin Lertchavalitsakul 

125 

 

The regulations on these particular commodities by the Thai state are subject to politico-

economic situations in Thailand, including policies concerning national security and border 

affairs. Until 2000, benzene was listed by the Thai Army as a strategic commodity,16 the same 

status as medicine, construction materials, and tools, as it could support motor transportation 

involved with ethnic conflicts on the Shan State side. The Mae Hong Son government since 

reconsidered its list of restricted export goods, and benzene was removed due to the relatively 

calmer political situations along the borders between Myanmar and Thailand.17 Nonetheless, it 

has again become one of the most rigidly regulated commodities at the border. In order to be 

exported to Myanmar, a quantity of benzene must have a value of less than 20,000 baht. And 

traders must procure a special transfer paper issued by the provincial customs office to comply 

with the state’s attempt to limit the volume and keep a sufficient amount in case of an oil 

shortage as part of the protection of national security.18 Additionally, it also prevents traders 

from avoidance of tax execution, and counters the smuggling of goods exported from Thailand 

before being imported back in with unusual prices. 

The revision of the forbidden goods list illustrates that in border trade circumstances, 

particular commodities can be carried across the border hassle-free, while certain kinds of goods 

must undergo a complicated procedure. Different meanings imparted to commodities affects 

varying regulations imposed by political elites, leading to the politics of commodities crossing 

diverse time and space. As Tagliacozzo (2005, p. 4) and Harris (2013, p. 115) argue, some 

particular items can be moved during some particular moments, and their statuses can be shifted 

in different spaces. For example, cattle are consistently a high-value commodity on which long-

distance traders were levied taxes by ethnic armed groups during the frontier regime from the 

1970s to the 1990s. In the present times, the Maha Ja family continues to tax the animals, while 

the Thai state—although agreeing that the cattle are a profitable commodity—has reduced the 

tariff rate on the cattle trade in an aim to stimulate increased border trade through the Nam 

Phueng channel.  
Similarly to cattle and benzene, the changed meanings of Buddha images illustrate the 

politics of regime transition and commodities crossing the border from different origins. At 

present, under the mobility regime, Buddha images are allowed to be transported out of Thailand 

                                                           
16 Pharatchabanyat kankha namman 2543 B.E. [Oil/Petrol Act 2000]. 

17 I obtained this data from written records dated December 30, 2003, concerning a meeting between the 
Mae Hong Son governor and provincial officials. 

18 Pharatchabanyat kankha namman 2543 B.E. [Oil/Petrol Act 2000]. 
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only with issued permits, as the Thai government considers this type of commodity as a 

facsimiled artifact among prestigious and sacred art objects.19 The procedure to export the 

images is time-consuming for an individual who is not a professional trader or company. 

According to the regulation, one must be granted a permit from the province’s Office of Fine 

Arts, and then show the permit to the customs office to a commodity transfer document issued. 

Then that person has only 30 days to move the Buddha image out of the country. If one fails to 

do so, he or she can renew the permit up to three times and pay fees equal to the first permit 

granted.20 While I was collecting data, a few Buddha images were disallowed from being moved 

out of Thailand because the persons who planned to export them had failed to procure a permit 

from the responsible offices or supporting documents from the customs office to transfer the 

commodities. In these cases, the rationalization of transporting Buddha images in order to 

promote Buddhism in Shan State was not convincing enough for the army officers at the 

checkpoint. The Buddha images had become strictly-regulated commodities rather than cultural-

religious objects for Buddhists to worship and to strengthen their beliefs. 

The trade flows of Buddha images was reversed from Shan State to Thailand during the 

proliferation of underground markets in Burma in the 1980s (described in Chapter 2) to the 

other way around today, from Thailand to Shan State. According to statistics collected from 

October 2012 to March 2013 by the army base at the Nam Phueng checkpoint, the average 

number of Buddha images sent out through this border crossing was 3.5 images per month, and 

showed that Buddha images were ordered for domestic use purposes rather than for commercial 

trade. Villagers in the border community explained that, “Buddha images are ordered by 

Buddhist temples in Shan State because Thai craftsmen’ skills and their technologies are more 

advanced than craftsmen there. In the old days, Buddha images with high economic value were 

carried from Shan State to Thailand by thieves looting from temples. Nowadays, there are only a 

few highly significant and beautiful images remaining there.” While people viewed this as a 

reflection of the current unfortunate circumstances of the nation, they felt that Myanmar is now 

more developed than the old days, since they were able to order Buddha images from Thailand. 

They reckoned that wherever the Buddha image traveled, that was a fertile and civilized land—

significant in that the current situation was the opposite of the past, where now Buddha images 

are traveling to Myanmar, and leaving Thailand.  

                                                           
19 Praratchabanyat boransatan boranwattu Silpawattu lae pipittapansatan haeng chat (chabab 2) 2535 B.E. [Ancient 
sites, antiquities, art objects, and national museums (second issue) Act 1995]. 

20 Khanton kan songbook boranwattu praputtarup tewarup [Procedure on the export of antiques and Buddha 
images by the Department of Foreign Trade, Ministry of Commerce, latest update, 2014]. 
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The case of the Buddha image trade, and the interruption of the movement of such 

commodities, is an example of a change resulting from the Thai state’s shift to the border 

regime-style of contemporary border control. During the previous frontier regime, Buddha 

images were moved across the border by long-distance traders from Shan State who enjoyed a 

high level of mobility. Traders did not face rigid state controls or any bureaucratic procedures. In 

great contrast, the Thai state’s control of the Buddha image trade today has become more 

sophisticated with enforcement of centralized policies that impact small-scale trade at the border. 

Buddha images are considered by the state as sacred and revered commodities exemplifying 

sophisticated skills of Thai craftsmanship that should be prevented from being improperly 

commercialized. Therefore, the local state adheres to the central authorities’ guidelines quite 

strictly, monitoring the export of such items carefully. This subsequently results in more 

stringent regulations upon those who seek to export this commodity, in that in order to do so, 

they must comply with rather complicated and time-consuming procedures.   

 
Sanctions on Thai merchandise by the Burmese state 
 

As referred to in the previous sections, on the Shan State side, especially in areas 

surrounding Homöng, the Maha Ja family is unlikely to announce any policies to officially 

regulate commodities exported from Thailand to Shan State. The situation likely differs slightly 

in relation to goods and people crossing the Salween River to the Burma Army-controlled zone 

on the western bank. Although regulations have not officially been imposed, information flows 

regarding sanctions by political elites have occurred. One such form of information flow was a 

rumor spread that subsequently changed the meaning of particular commodities from one status 

to the other. One of the crucial results was that all types of items transported from Thailand 

were placed in the banned category, blacklisted by the Burma Army.   

During my period of initial fieldwork during the cool season, the frozen chicken of the 

Thai company Charoen Pokphand Foods was exceptionally popular due to its low price and 

meaty flesh. Nearly every trader from Shan State placed orders for this product to their trading 

partners in Thailand to allow the preparation of large quantities in advance. Records of the Thai 

army at the Nam Phueng checkpoint confirm this popularity, as one-kilogram packages of frozen 

chicken were ranked amongst the top five most common products being exported. From 

statistics gathered from October 2012 to March 2013, the quantity of frozen chicken in 

kilograms was as follows: 3,800; 5,200; 4,260; 1,800; 2,650, and 1,080. 

Nang Saeng, a trader from Shan State, told me that one package at that time sold in Mae 

Hong Son for 50 baht, but it would bring 90 baht across the border in Shan State. However, 
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Shan traders were from time-to-time detained by the Burma Army on charges of selling this 

product because the Burma Army claimed that the product could cause bird flu outbreaks in 

Myanmar. In usual circumstances, cross-border traders who traveled to the Thai border were 

hardly aware of what types of goods were in the Burma Army’s banned product category. They 

would only know once encountering the Burma Army and facing the confiscation of their goods, 

which typically resulted from arbitrary rules rather than official law enforcement. Whenever any 

trader faced this situation, the news of the occurrence was quickly circulated within the circle of 

traders: 

 
I accept the fact that selling blacklisted commodities is challenging. This is a trading rule: 
when goods are in high demand and some traders might dare not bring them in from 
Thailand, the prices increase. Once I got caught while transporting Thai products that 
were very popular among the Shan. All of my merchandise was confiscated, totaling 
more than 500,000 baht. I bribed the authorities in order to retrieve my goods back. I 
could still make a lot of profit. I have no problem when they place restrictions on some 
popular goods since it makes the trade in such goods even more lucrative.21   

 
 
Within the context of Myanmar and its borderlands, especially rural areas far from the 

central bureaucracy where Shan cross-border traders have started their businesses without 

following any state procedures, the status of commodities like frozen chicken from Thailand 

could be considered illegal. The Burma Army has imposed unfair rules to hinder the traders of 

Thai commodities. Because the Burma Army’s crack down on the trade of this commodity was 

not directly against the act of transporting this commodity from Thailand to Shan State, a social 

meaning was attached to it, i.e., Thai chicken as the potential cause of a bird flu outbreak. 

Whereas the traders did not rationalize their bringing in of so-called banned goods as being 

outside the criteria of legality imposed by the state, the prospect of selling commodities with 

economic value (lower prices and meatier chicken) turned the product into one with high 

demand that was used only for making profits under the regulation-free trade in Myanmar’s rural 

areas. However, traders were aware that they still lived under ongoing authoritarian rule, under 

which illegitimacy in any form could impact them at any time. This situation also illustrates the 

ability of different actors to alter the meanings of a commodity, resulting in varying consequent 

actions. While the Burmese officers endeavored to control the trade of frozen chicken to 

supposedly prevent the spread of disease, the traders conversely increased the quantity of the 

trade in this commodity to follow the market’s mechanism—high demand with low supplies 

results in increased value added to such commodities.   

                                                           
21 Interview with Nang Saeng on October 15, 2012. 
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Money’s shifted social meanings 
 

Aligning with discussion of money and currency use in Chapter 2, I will further discuss 

money flows and currencies that reflect socio-political meanings under the border regime. As 

aforementioned, the Thai baht has been the main currency used since the Khun Sa era following 

the increased demand for Thai commodities during the period of heightened ethnic conflict, 

which was concurrent with the weakening of the Burmese kyat. As Carruthers and Espeland 

(2002, pp. 297–298) suggest, the use of a currency reflects “a historical connection with political 

sovereignty.” Every day at the border checkpoint, I saw traders on both sides making 

transactions in both kyat and baht. Only wealthy traders ran this money exchange business and 

kept quite a large amount of kyat at home since the Shan tend not to deposit money in banks. 

They still feel uncertain about the political climate in Myanmar, following the terrible 

dictatorship of the military regime in the past, which at one point announced without warning an 

annulment of large monetary denominations. Resonating with the situations at borders 

elsewhere, unlicensed or underground moneychangers conduct a crucial form of economic 

activity in cross-border trade. Along this border, while money-changing services are unofficial, 

they are crucial for Shan migrants to remit money to their family members in Shan State’s 

interiors where Burmese kyat is the national currency. 

While the common use of baht continues as usual, occasionally rumors impact people 

carrying Thai money. While traveling in Shan State, I was warned to leave my Thai currency with 

people I trusted prior to leaving Homöng. On one such occasion, an individual said to me: “Do 

not carry it! If the Burma Army sees your Thai money, they could confiscate it. Burmese soldiers 

are prone to check wallets and belongings of the Shan working in Thailand, suspecting that these 

people are bringing a lot of Thai money with them.”22 I took their recommendations seriously 

during my first trip. However, either the warnings were proved to needless, or I was fortunate 

never to be stopped and checked by Burmese soldiers. While I was in Shan State on my second 

trip, I received similar warnings. People the Burma Army had a disliking of migrants who chose 

not to stay in Myanmar, instead fleeing from political pressure to live and work in Thailand. They 

also unofficially announced the prohibition against Shan people heading toward the Thai border 

(see also Fink, 2001, p. 124; Balčaitė, 2015, chapter 4). 

In these situations, money did not function as a medium of exchange for the Burmese 

military, but it rather symbolized a potential form of resistance against the Thai state. I theorize 

                                                           
22 I experienced this while traveling in Shan State from the end of February to early March 2013, and in 
May 2014. 

https://www.facebook.com/indre.balcaite?fref=nf
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that the confiscation of Thai currency by the Burma Army was an attempt to assert political 

sovereignty rather than an economic advantage. Moreover, Thai currency in such situations 

turned into an obstacle for the mobility of Shan inside the country. Considering the warnings 

that I received from local people, they perceived that the Thai money I possessed could 

engender difficulties during my travels once I entered Burmese territory. This reflects alterations 

to the meaning of money and its functions in different circumstances.  

 While money constitutes cross-border commodity flows, it is traded ubiquitously without 

license, and Thai authorities never questioned the exchange or use of Burmese kyat at the 

checkpoint when considering its policies. Quite the opposite, the Thai government was satisfied 

that the flow of kyat helped symbolize the vibrancy of cross-border trade between Myanmar and 

Thailand. In November 2012, a group of senate committee members from Bangkok—a 

distinguished body considering the ongoing promotion of the ASEAN Economic Community—

paid a visit to the Nam Phueng checkpoint. Being excited about the possible prosperity of 

border affairs that would occur at this border, one leader of cross-border traders on the Thai side 

signaled another trader who was also a money changer to display her stacks of Burmese kyat 

while the committee was present at the border checkpoint. Burmese kyat banknotes were thus 

considered an object to please the committee and encourage them to believe in the economic 

potential of regional cooperation between the two countries. 

 In the situations described in this section, money acted as something more than a 

mediator in the transaction of exchangeable objects. As Georg Simmel (1990 [1978], p. 127) 

argues, money creates value that symbolizes the relationship of objects and people’s desires or 

demands towards objects. Money creates meanings upon the use and contexts of the use of 

currency, which can be divergent and unsteady beyond and after the act of exchange (Zelizer, 

1997; Carruthers & Espeland, 2002). The widespread use of kyat on the Thai side of the border, 

and its associated meanings, is demonstrated by the Shan trader’s use of the currency to 

symbolize the future prosperity of border communities that are less regulated and controlled by 

the Thai authorities. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 

This chapter emphasizes the conduct of small-scale, cross-border trade by traders, border 

elites, and state officers. On the Shan State side, traders must comply with rules against the 

backdrop of a Burmese authoritarian regime by employing the strategy of exchanging 

commodities and gifting to smooth the path to the Thai border. On the Thai side, traders have 

generated proactive and responsive strategies toward border control and regulations in the fluid 
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space between illegality and licitness. Mundane practices of state and non-state agents are 

conducted within a “regulatory space” (Abraham & van Schendel, 2005) in which dominant and 

alternative constructions of meanings are often in contestation. The Thai state attempts to 

regulate cross-border flows through a bureaucratic system based on sophisticated procedures and 

documentation. This contrasts with control measures on the Shan State side, where arbitrary 

rules are enforced by the Maha Ja family within its political territory, and authoritarian rules 

remain in the Burmese-controlled areas.  

However, to date, the Thai state has not completely achieved its goal of border control 

on trade and commodity flows. The performance of the local state at the ground level 

contradicts the implementation and enforcement of policies of the central authorities. Rituals 

and interactions between customs officers and traders on the Thai side emphasize how central 

policies are appropriated by the shifting meanings of commodities locally. This coincides with 

forms of commodity exchange that develop blurred boundaries between gifting and bribery 

(Polese, 2008). Elusive divisions between the two aforementioned forms of exchange are 

possibly diverted into negotiable spaces where illegal actions come to be accepted as licit 

(Endres, 2014). Subsequently, the behavior of traders and the performance of state officers 

effectively relaxes controls on commodity flows across the international border. 

Under the border and mobility regimes, the interaction between cross-border flows of 

certain commodities and state control reflects the depth of the relationship between state actors 

and border communities. Cattle are a significant commodity with which the area’s most 

prominent trader cooperates efficiently with Thai officials to cross the border easily to gain 

economic benefits. Cross-border trade in rice and garlic illustrate how commodities are moved 

across the Thai border via trade networks, and the border community’s acceptance of the trade 

as a licit activity, despite these goods being labeled as semi-legal products. An exploration of the 

trade in Buddha images illuminates the bureaucratic red tape that traders on the Thai side must 

follow in order to export such commodities to Shan State. This is in contrast to the situation 

during the frontier regime, under which Buddha images from the Shan side of the border were 

transported regulation-free to meet the demand from the Thai side by long-distance traders from 

Shan State. Finally, both frozen chicken and Thai currency have been shown to have the 

potential to cause difficulties to traders in Shan State operating under the authoritarian Burmese 

regime.  

In Chapter 6, I will discuss how state and state-like actors have shaped human mobility in 

relation to commodity flows under the interconnected regimes of frontier, border, and mobility 

over the past five decades. This will serve to elaborate under what conditions and factors Shan 
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are able to move while continuing to encounter many situational challenges and impediments. 

Social actors on both sides have played a crucial role in facilitating Shan mobility over time, while 

at the same time responding to the political structures of various eras. 

 



Chapter 6 
 

From Flexible Frontier to Surveillance by Regulation 
 
 

 
 
In this chapter, I provide detailed empirical evidence relating to how state and non-state 

actors in the Thai-Burmese borderlands have shaped human mobility in relationship to 

commodity flows over the past five decades. I aim to demonstrate the usefulness of 

distinguishing the different phases affecting mobility across this border—namely, the three 

successive regimes of frontier, border, and mobility—in order to show how Shan migrants have 

negotiated with political forces to enable their continued movement across the border and 

eventual migration to Thailand. I argue that although the border control has shifted from that of 

the frontier regime to the current border and mobility regimes, human and commodity flows 

have continually crossed both political boundaries and nation-state borders. On the Shan State 

side, cross-border traders and labor migrants have persistently managed to journey through the 

political boundaries of the Burma Army and the Maha Ja family by means of paying informal 

taxes, exchanging commodities, and gifting. On the Thai side, the same traders and migrant 

workers have inevitably faced stricter border controls when coming into contact with various 

state agencies. However, these state agencies and their officers inconsistently carry out their 

missions, despite being tasked with enforcing the policies of the central government. State 

officers inevitably negotiate with members of the border communities, leading to opportunities 

for the latter to manipulate the regulations by bribing the former. Subsequently, control of the 

border under the border regime remains lax, resulting in permeable borders deftly penetrated by 

cross-border networks connected along lines of Shan ethnicity, kinship, and reciprocity. Cross-

border traders on both sides of the border maneuver around the regulations related to the 

international border flexibly and efficiently while maximizing their benefits at the margins of the 

state.  

 
 

The frontier regime: Fluid human mobility     
 
During the time of the frontier regime, from the 1970s to the mid-1990s, human mobility 

and commodity flows bolstered one another amidst the chaotic frontiers filled with various 

groups of armed ethnic groups struggling against the Burma Army. Due to the demands of the 

ethnic insurgent groups for staple goods, long-distance traders sought out and carried goods to 

the conflict zones. For example, Oong-Sa, a female Shan trader, began trading across the 
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frontiers not long after Khun Sa’s stronghold was relocated to Homöng in the 1980s. She 

describes that long-distance traders did not attempt to avoid interacting with soldiers at the 

military bases of the Burmese, Khun Sa’s militias, or other ethnic groups’ units. Traders typically 

stopped overnight wherever Khun Sa’s troops were stationed in order to secure protection.  

 
Khun Sa’s army settled its first unit at the Pan River. There were only 50–100 soldiers 
stationed there; it was not as large as the Burma Army. In the area around Loi Yao 
Mountain was another unit, which consisted of about 100–200 militia members. After 
crossing the Nam Kong [Shan: Salween River], we continued on, passing several small 
villages of only 20 or so households. At each of these villages would be stationed 10–20 
of Khun Sa’s soldiers.1   
 

When encountering Khun Sa’s soldiers, the traders would gain the soldiers’ protection by 

giving them some of the items they were transporting to sell in Homöng. Oong-Sa and her 

father often did not have any money, as they had used it all to purchase a large stock of goods 

beforehand. Most commonly, they gave the soldiers foodstuffs, especially to nao [Shan: fermented 

soya beans] and pickled green mustard: “I remember that they never asked for money, and we 

knew that they did not have enough to eat.”2 The economic value of the commodities thus 

created social and cultural meanings in an exchange that simultaneously created relationships and 

attachments (Bell, 1991) between the Shan traders and Khun Sa’s soldiers. This exchange was 

made possible because Oong-sa realized that foodstuffs would help the soldiers survive during 

warfare. Moreover, the exchange of certain food items symbolized the social relations, in the 

form of shared ethnicity, that existed between the givers and receivers, as the traders chose to 

give particular items to the soldiers, not simply random items they were carrying. 

Chang (2009; 2013) relates how Yunnanese underground traders traveling to the Thai 

border during the ethnic civil war came to have similar experiences with ethnic militia members, 

revealing that the statuses of traders and migrants became integrated. People’s mobility and the 

commodities they carried were incorporated into one movement while crossing from the 

territories of multiple rebel ethnic groups to the Thai territory. Commodities intended for 

monetary trade were used for these type of exchanges, rendering another layer of transaction in 

which the commodities created social value in a non-monetary barter, and became a by-product 

of such exchanges, facilitating secure passage to the Thai border for traders like Oong-sa. 

                                                           
1 Interview with Oong-sa in Nam Phueng village, on April 14, 2014. 

2 Ibid. 
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At certain times during the 1970s and 80s, long-distance trade in Shan State was severely 

affected by the conflict between the ethnic groups and the Burma Army, and by sanctions 

imposed by dominant groups. As Chang (2009, p. 562; 2013, pp. 301–302) describes, Yunnanese 

long-distance traders learned to navigate local politics in each of the locations they passed 

through as part of the reciprocal relationship that developed between traders and these powerful 

political figures. Several traders shared similar stories during my fieldwork. When entering ethnic 

insurgency zones, for example, they often had to pay fees to the ethnic militias, receiving 

information from representatives of the ethnic groups in return. Between 1970 and 1972, 

fighting was ongoing between Shan and Pa-O groups. The Pa-O were dominant, and so 

occupied important areas, in particular the route used by long-distance traders to reach the 

border. This route ran from Möng Nai, passing through Langkhur township, and continuing on 

to Wan Hat village. Chao Wan-oo, a Shan State Army soldier who was in charge of collecting 

taxes at that time, related: 

 
We were fighting each other very hard, but eventually the Pa-O won and closed several 
zones. Long-distance traders were affected as well. Some were trapped and could not get 
back to their hometowns. We negotiated with the Pa-O, since we needed some 
necessities. The agreement we made was that the Pa-O would open the route, and then 
both Pa-O and Shan groups set up posts to tax traders in order to finance their 
operations.3   

 
 
The fees these insurgent groups extracted from long-distance traders reflected the 

complex and profound relationships that developed, as well as the sharing of benefits among 

both ethnic groups. Despite the harsh fighting in the frontier, long-distance trade never entirely 

stopped. One particular incident reveals how traders coped with the battles and the closure of 

trade routes. During the 1980s, the route to Homöng from the Salween River was closed for 

four years due to fighting between the Burma Army and Khun Sa’s militia. Sai Ong Tun, a trader 

from Mawk Mai, described the incident: 

 
It was a warzone. The Burma Army dispatched around 4,000 soldiers and 1,000 Wa 
militia members to the area. Almost 100 were killed in one incident alone. Traders could 
not pass through this area due to the fighting, so we took a detour from Mawk Mai, 
traveling north to Möng Nai, then continued to Nam Sang, Möng Pon, and Hopong, 
before eventually reaching Taunggyi. From Taunggyi, we took the route to Loikaw 
[capital of Kayah State], and across to Mae Hong Son through Mae Chae, then traveling 
on to Mae Hong Son town.4  

                                                           
3 Interview with Chao Wan-oo in Khahan village on January 19, 2013. 

4 Interview with Sai Ong Tun in Mae Hong Son town on December 27, 2012. 
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Despite their income-generating activities occasionally being interrupted by the fighting, 

the long-distance traders managed to find ways to travel and continue trading, reflecting ways in 

which human mobility and goods flows under the frontier regime complemented each other. 

Because of the politico-economic force of the high demand for commodities among ethnic rebel 

groups, people engaged in long-distance trade despite the frustrations and dangers. Traders 

aimed to earn a profit at two main destinations: the ethnic militia bases in various frontier zones, 

and along the route passing through the Thai border and Mae Hong Son’s central market. Until 

they reached the Thai state’s territories and encountered aspects of border control performed by 

different state agencies, these traders were rarely stopped by the authorities as long as they 

handed over some small money as bribes (Noonan, 1984, p. xxi). This allowed them to cross the 

border and to travel to Mae Hong Son rather freely. Once arriving in Thai territory, the Shan 

traders often took the opportunity to stay overnight or longer in Mae Hong Son. Many later 

migrated to other provinces in Thailand, eventually shifting their status from cross-border 

traders to labor migrants. 

In the opposite direction, several Shan traders who conducted long-distance trade in 

Thailand needed to cross back to Shan State. Border villagers I spoke with who were involved in 

border trade during the period of Khun Sa’s power explained that Khun Sa required a large 

volume of rice to feed his militias and their families. He usually ordered supplies from the largest 

grocery outlet in Mae Hong Son town named ‘Thai Seri’ [meaning free Thai], which sourced rice 

from the other northern provinces of Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, and Phayao to meet Khun Sa’s 

demand of approximately 80 to 100 kilograms per day. This volume of rice was sent off to the 

sub-village of Nam Phueng in large trucks. Khun Sa’s men drove four-wheeled trucks to transfer 

the rice to Homöng. On the way back from the Thai border to Homöng, long-distance traders 

were also compelled to carry the rice and drop it off at a storage area, under the condition that 

they would be allowed to travel freely along the route back to Shan State’s interiors.5 The 

situation of traders carrying rice to feed Khun Sa’s troops reveals that commodities were used to 

facilitate the conditions in which people were allowed to cross political territories. In this case, 

commodity flows created routes on which people could move without restrictions. Under the 

frontier regime, in which state regulations and controls on the Thai side were not yet officially in 

place, commodity flows and the mobility of Shan long-distance traders clearly showed the 

intermingling and complementary nature of the two flows. Commodity flows created 

                                                           
5 Interview with Prasit, who was then a trader on a Thai side, in Mae Hong Son town on November 28, 
2012.  
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opportunities for Shan traders to travel to Thailand, then to settle and earn their living as labor 

migrants.   

 
 
The border regime: Manipulation of state regulations 
 

The border regime, although engendering border control with stricter regulations on the 

Thai side, was closely tied to the legacy of the frontier regime, which still existed on the Shan 

State. I argue that the two sides of the border came to be administered by different regimes 

beginning in the mid-1990s—the frontier regime on the Shan State side and the border regime 

on the Thai side. This has resulted in unequal border control measures that has caused 

inconsistency and uncertainty for human and commodity flows. 

The border regime began after the Mae Hong Son government officially opened the 

Nam Phueng checkpoint in July 1996. The provincial government introduced a bureaucratic 

system in a more modern fashion, whereby the imposition of specific regulations on cross-

border flows engendered effects on the border communities. During the 1970s to the 1990s, a 

number of traders who maintained their long-distance trade started to migrate to Thailand, 

moving around the country as mobile migrant workers. In the meantime, a number of Khun Sa’s 

former militia members started new lives after settling on the Thai side, along with their families, 

taking advantage of the facts that Khun Sa remained in power in Shan State and that the Thai 

state’s border control was tenuous. Many such migrants could no longer tolerate the hardships of 

ongoing ethnic conflict and wanted to return to their hometowns, as they had been forcibly 

conscripted by Khun Sa from different towns across northern Shan State.6 However, lacking the 

finances required to journey back, many instead joined Maha Ja’s militias as they were taking 

over control of Homöng and his SSS company. The tangible border under the frontier regime 

created the chance for them to do so, whereas border elites and state controls persistently 

exerted inconsistent powers in securing their political territories and claiming resources through 

informal taxation. 

In the post-Khun Sa-era after the mid-1990s, flows of Shan people across the border 

remained integrated with cross-border trade by using trucks as the primary mode of travel. This 

mode of travel differed from the 1980s when paved roads had not been constructed in the areas 

from the Salween River’s eastern bank to Homöng. At that time, people traveled by foot or rode 

animals across the mountains and crossed rivers by boat. As the condition of the roads 

improved, truck transport was stimulated by an increasing number of Shan seeking to cross the 

                                                           
6 Interview with villagers who were former militia members of Khun Sa’s in Nam Phueng village. 
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border to Thailand. Considering the changing status of these Shan long-distance traders who 

crossed the border to live and work in Thailand, their status became that of labor migrants. 

Although some eventually returned to earning a living as traders, their status evolved from that 

of long-distance traders (inside Shan State) into cross-border traders due to the shifting of the 

regime from frontier to border. 

 
Journeying through the political boundaries 
 

Shan mobility under the border regime remained flexible, and a significant number of 

Shan sought ways to cross to the Thai border via cross-border networks that included people 

who were merchants in their villages. However, traders who took Shan people to the border and 

across to Thailand were obliged to comply with the regulations established by the Maha Ja family 

and the Burmese officers en route. Sai Aung and Nang Woon, a husand-and-wife cross-border 

trade team, told me that they passed eight or nine check posts (Fig. 5.2 in Chapter 5 and Table 

6.1 below) where they were required to stop and declare the number of people (and sometimes 

commodities) they were transporting in their trucks, as well as additional information such as 

where they were heading or where they had come from. The number of people in their trucks 

was considered important at some checkpoints, especially those in the Maha Ja family’s 

territories. 

While traveling with Shan traders during the period of my fieldwork, I found that many 

worked of husband-and-wife pairs. While the husband drove the truck, the wife would be the 

one to interact with either the Burmese officers or the personnel of the Maha Ja family when 

they reached check posts. For instance, Nang Woon traveled often between her village and the 

Thai border. At each of the posts, she was the one to provide the required information, or pay 

the fees or informal taxes requested, and also to offer some incentives in the form of gifts. The 

amount that she handed over at each checkpoint came out of her passengers’ fares, meaning the 

traders added these extra fees—in both baht and kyat currencies—into the total amount of the 

fares they charged. In the Burma Army-controlled zone, only Burmese kyat currency was 

accepted, while Thai baht was preferred in the zone controlled by the Maha Ja family. The 

performance of control at the different checkpoints manned by the Burmese authorities and the 

Maha Ja family’s militias illustrate what Ludden (2003, p. 1063) suggests in regard to the 

relationship between state territorialism and people’s mobility. He argues that such relationships 

reveal contradictions; while the state tries to control, people attempt to avoid being controlled. 

However, structural territorialism and the mobility of humans exist with one another in an 

intersecting pattern that can lead to varying consequences, illustrating that mobility tends to 
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override state territorialism. In the case of the Shan being stopped by Burmese officers and the 

Maha Ja family personnel, Shan traders and migrants managed to navigate the bureaucratic 

intervention through relationship-building and the use of gifts and commodity exchange to move 

forward. 

Table 6.17 elaborates on the interaction and exchange of commodities occurring between 

traders and the officials manning at different posts from Langkhur township in Shan State to the 

Thai border. Langkhur is a busy town that leads to Möng Pan, which provides routes to 

entryways into Thailand through Chiang Mai province. From Langkhur, people can take another 

route to pass through Nakong village to arrive at the Thai border in Mae Hong Son province. 

Staring from checkpoint no. 1, traders enter Langkhur through a basic checkpoint consisting of a 

gate built of logs used to stop vehicles, and is operated by the Burmese phytusit [Burmese: 

village’s protection personnel]. Traders are obliged to halt their vehicles here, but are not 

required to exit their trucks. They sometimes engage in small-talk about their destinations with 

the officers, but this lasts no longer than a few minutes. Upon interaction with the phytusit, 

traders need to hand over a specific amount to pass through the post. This exchange does not 

lead to the creation of a special relationship between the two parties. It is rather a simple, 

mundane interaction that has taken place between the traders and the Burmese officers since the 

time of tense guerrilla fighting under the frontier regime. The taxation and investigation 

procedures of the Burmese officers have been ongoing since the past until at least the period of 

the 2015 election in Myanmar (S.H.A.N., 2013a; Sai Aw, 2015).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
7 This table shows the same check posts as Table  5.1, the locations where traders and migrants are made 
to stop to interact with the Burma Army, Burmese officers, and personnel of the Maha Ja family. 
Specifically, the fourth column details the amount of money and incentives that traders/truck drivers 
employ to pass through these political boundaries. The fifth column details the amount of transporting 
passengers per head that traders/truck drivers paid as informal taxes.  
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Table 6.1: Check posts in Shan State and fees and incentives charged at different posts.8 

 

Political powers’ 
zones No. Post/Location 

 Controlled by 

 
Amount taxed (THB/MMK) 

 

Flows from Shan 
State to Thailand 

(per person) 

Flows from 
Thailand to Shan 

State 
(per person) 

Burmese 
government zones 
(western bank of 

the Salween River) 

1 

Entering 
Langkhur 
 

village’s protection 
personnel (Phytusit) 

Up to truck owner; 
usually between 
1,000 and 2,000 
kyat 

Up to truck owner; 
usually between 
1,000 and 2,000 
kyat 

2 
Langkhur 
township 

Burmese authority  Up to truck owner; 
usually 500 to 
1,000 kyat  

Up to truck owner; 
usually between 
500 and 1,000 kyat 

3 Nakong village 
 

Burmese police  13,000 kyat Other incentives 

4 Jalong village Police Other incentives Other incentives 

5 

Ta-sop-teng 
Pier on the 
western bank of 
the Salween 
River 

Maha Ja family 
managing queues 
of trucks and 
passengers loaded 
in trucks 

no payment 13,000 kyat  

Ferry Crossing the Salween River 
(Joint operation by the Burmese state and the Maha Ja family) 

Maha Ja family 
zones 

(eastern bank of the 
Salween River) 

6 

On the eastern 
bank of the 
Salween River 

Maha Ja family 
managing queues 
of trucks and 
passengers loaded 
in trucks 

19,000 kyat No payment 

7 
 

Homöng  Maha Ja family 205 baht 305 baht 

8 Kong Mai 
Hung 

Burmese soldiers other incentives other incentives 

9 

Monna village - Maha Ja family’s 
militias (main 
checkpoint) 
- Phytusit   

- 220 baht (to 
Phytusit) 
- 80 baht (to the 
main checkpoint in 
the village) 
 
Total: 300 baht 

225 baht 

 

Post no. 2 is a police station in Langkhur, and here the traders do not stop their engines, 

but simply give the local personnel small amounts of money, typically between 500 and 1,000 

kyat, or gift a portion of the food items they are carrying. At this checkpoint, traders conduct 

either monetary or non-monetary gifting to smoothen their travel moving forward. On the way 

                                                           
8 I gleaned the data from Nang Woon, a Shan trader, and from my own observations while traveling in 
Shan State from February 22 – March  9, 2013, and from May 9–20, 2014.  
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to checkpoint no. 3, which is approximately 30 kilometers away but required almost three to four 

hours of travel in March 2013, traders pass a large village named Nakong. In earlier decades, this 

village was considered the last point on the motor road, being a focal point of long-distance 

traders to stay overnight to prepare themselves for further trips with mule caravans or on foot to 

the Thai border. It was also a spot where traders collected homemade products to consume 

themselves or to sell during their arduous trips. Consequently, Nakong has been a strategic 

geographical center for transportation ever since. During my fieldwork, there was a queue system 

for the trucks and passengers traveling between Nakong to the Thai border, or from Nakong to 

destinations inside of Shan State. Most of the traders stopped at a simple building at which a 

group of two or three persons recorded the details of trucks going through and the number of 

passengers that the traders carried, while collecting fees of 13,000 kyat per passenger. The truck 

drivers frequently collected additional passengers at this check post when there were people 

wanting to go to the Thai border and if their vehicles could accommodate ancillary passengers.  

Post no. 4 at Jalong village is manned by the Burmese police, and is situated next to a 

Buddhist temple with a few shops nearby. One or two officers typically walk out from the station 

to converse with the parked traders who, after a small chat, hand over a few small banknotes or 

items they have been carrying. They do not always do this if they reach this post late at night and 

can skip interacting with the officers as they might not walk out from the station to claim any 

fees from traders. Before reaching the Salween River, traders pass by a unit of the Burma Army 

named Nam Chae situated on a hill, but they do not always stop here unless there are exceptional 

circumstances such as when they see one or two Burmese soldiers walking down from the hill. 

At such times, the traders most likely give the soldiers some food items.  

Before entering post no. 5, the last post in the Burmese-controlled zone, drivers navigate 

their vehicles past a wooden beam lifted by a man who does not insist on any substantial 

interaction. There is a sign reading ‘SSS’ signifying that the driver is entering territory controlled 

by the Maha Ja family. They then drive their vehicles down to the sandy riverbank after asking 

passengers to disembark in order to reduce the vehicle’s weight. Vehicles are lined up in a queue 

to wait to move onto the ferry. During this process, wives or other partners of truck drivers walk 

to declare the number of passengers to personnel at the station. Traders are then issued a small 

piece of white paper in the Burmese language bearing the driver’s name, license plate number, 

and date of travel (see Fig. 3.3 in Chapter 3). They do not have to pay any fees here as they will 

do so after crossing the river by ferry. 

The ferry is comprised of five motorized boats tied together by two main wooden pieces 

screwed on the top with metal (Fig. 6.1). To provide spiritual protection, a small spirit house is 
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placed in the middle of the ferry decorated with wooden sticks and red and white cloths 

functioning like flags. Fresh food is placed in the spirit house every day to appease the spirits of 

the river. Shan people hold vacillating feelings of respect and fear towards the Salween River due 

to its size and depth. As described by historian Alan Houghton Brodrick (1945, p. 24), “The 

Salween, although comparable in length with the Mekong, is a still more inhospitable stream. It 

cuts through abysmal gorges and in its course is strangled by great precipices.” Fear of the river 

is reflected in people’s beliefs and practices while crossing the river. A Shan woman suggested I 

scoop water from the river into the palm of my hand while crossing, saying, “Eat it, so it won’t 

eat us!”9  

 

 
 
The ferry can carry two pick-up trucks at a time, so during the peak season, traders and 

their passengers must wait their turn to board. The Burmese officers and the Maha Ja family 

jointly manage the ferry operation. The Burmese take care of the management, maintenance, and 

piloting of the ferry, while the Maha Ja family undertakes the collection of fees, which in 2013 

were 15,000 kyat for a pick-up truck and 3,000 kyat for a motorcycle. I learned that the income 

generated by the ferry service is shared between the local Burmese officials in Langkhur 

township and the Maha Ja family, although I was unsure of the share taken by each.10 It takes 

about 10 minutes for the ferry to cross the Salween River to its eastern bank, which is the 

territory controlled by the Maha Ja family. The travelers encounter a checkpoint operated solely 

by the Maha Ja family via the SSS company (post no. 6), where around 10 people manage the 

queue of trucks. The staff here check a small piece of paper issued by the staff from the other 

                                                           
9 In Shan language, the term “to eat” can also mean “to drink.” This saying means that if we first eat the 
river, then the river will not be able to eat, take, or kill us.  

10 Conversation with Miew Lah in Nakong village, Shan State, on March 10, 2013. 

 
Figure 6.1: The ferry crossing the Salween 
River, carrying both passengers and goods in 
the direction of the Thai border (Photo by 
Mao Langkhur). 
 



Busarin Lertchavalitsakul 

143 

 

side of the river to ensure that traders have paid 19,000 kyat per passenger they have transported. 

Since the fees were extracted at checkpoints in the zone controlled by the Maha Ja family, the 

number of passengers on the truck are of importance in determining how the truck queue is 

organized. 

Over the course of the trip to reach Homöng (post no. 7), traders must pay a total of 205 

baht per passenger. This check post is also under the administrative power of the Maha Ja family, 

which manages the truck registration system. Additionally, traders must present the document 

issued at the post on the Salween River. Another small base of the Burma Army called Kong Mai 

Hung (post no. 8) is located up the hill. The surrounding area was once a village where a sizable 

population settled during the period of Khun Sa’s dominance, but it has since become deserted 

after the Burma Army took over the area. Around this post, traders might by chance encounter 

one or two soldiers patrolling the perimeter of their camp. They might gift the soldiers some 

food items to demonstrate their friendliness. Monna village (post no. 9) is the last post where 

traders must confirm the number of people and amount of cargo being carried. The traders then 

pay a fee of 300 baht per passenger to the SSS personnel stationed at the post.  

As described, Shan mobility is linked to commodity flows conducted by cross-border 

traders who facilitate the journeys of Shan people who wish to work and live in Thailand. On the 

Shan State side, the situations in two political territories—those controlled by the Burmese 

officers and the Maha Ja family through its SSS company—have long influenced both the 

traders’ and passengers’ mobility, containing a series of check posts where informal taxation and 

the exchange of commodities, both monetary and non-monetary, take place. I reiterate that while 

human mobility is regularly halted at multiple posts along the way, the action of commodity 

exchange and gifting helps to make the passage smooth and efficient when passing through these 

political boundaries. Especially in the case of the Maha Ja family, the taxes a state-like actor levies 

from trade helps to maintain the status of the small polity within the Burma Army’s broader 

territory.  

 
Border communities manipulating state regulations 

 
Although the border regime brought about the strengthening of the Thai state’s control 

of people crossing the border into the Thai territory, border communities subsequently 

attempted to manipulate the state regulations in such a way as to be advantageous for their 

livelihoods. Shan traders must invest in petrol and other items associated costs with transporting 

goods; therefore, transporting paying passengers along with their items to and from the Thai 

border is one way to offset these costs (see Fig. 5.2, Chapter 5). Nang Saeng, a trader from Möng 
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Nai, explained: “When I plan to sell goods in Thailand, if I can get at least three or four people 

to travel with me, I see it as extra income.”11 Cham Tong, a trader from Mawk Mai, prefers to 

transport people instead of goods because she is not required to invest any amounts beforehand, 

while selling goods requires an initial investment.12  

Traders on the Thai side who own pick-up trucks are key actors in transporting goods 

and passengers from Shan State into Thailand. Such traders also negotiate with Thai state 

officials to make passage into the country trouble-free for Shan migrants. Traders who journey 

along this 50 kilometer-route—from the Nam Phueng border checkpoint to Mae Hong Son 

town must join the queue system, which is complicated and involves peculiar logistics 

implemented by the traders in attempt to have business run justly for every member of the 

queue.13 One major rule is that a truck driver whose queue falls on a certain day is supposed to 

transport a minimum of six passengers per ride. The standard fare is set at 200 baht for 

passengers who live in proximity to the Thai border. However, since this border checkpoint is 

not officially classified as an international border, passengers who are migrant workers and want 

to cross the border to go back to work in Thailand must pay another rate, the charge depending 

on the types of identifying documents they carry, which could be up to 800 baht.  

Any truck driver whose queue numbers falls on the day in which he is compelled to 

transport at least six passengers in one ride is guaranteed a minimum income of 1,200 Thai baht 

total. However, if the driver does not have six passengers, he or she tends to wait until more 

passengers arrive, ensuring the journey is worthwhile. Alternatively, if the driver has passengers 

requesting to set out immediately, he or she might ask those passengers pay an extra charge, 

bringing the total fares up to 1,200 baht. As described earlier, traders on both sides of the border 

work in partnership. Traders on the Shan State side usually contact their partners on the Thai 

side the day before they intend to reach the Thai border to report the number of passengers they 

will be carrying. In this case, traders on the Thai side will attempt to get a queue number in 

advance by negotiating with a trader who has already received a number. This practice is 

described as sue kiew [Thai: buying a queue number]. The driver who buys a queue pays the queue 

manager 300 baht per passenger, after which the manager pays 1,200 baht to the driver who sells 

his or her queue to the queue-buying driver. 

                                                           
11 Interview with Nang Saeng in Möng Nai, Shan State, on October 15, 2012. 

12 Interview with Cham Tong in Mawk Mai, Shan State, on February 28, 2013. 

13 See also another queue system used by boat operators crossing the Khong River in Walker (1999). 
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Of the 700 to 800 baht paid by a passenger holding a Burmese passport, the driver 

buying a queue retains 150 baht per passenger after giving 300 baht to the person selling the 

queue and another 250 baht to the Thai authorities. After deducting the costs of buying a queue, 

the traders make a small profit. Therefore, most drivers hope for a greater number of 

passengers—ideally 12, the maximum number allowed by the state regulation, for which they 

receive 1,800 baht. After deducting the cost of petrol of around 400 baht, they yield 

approximately 1,400 baht per leg. During the peak season from early March to mid-May, Shan 

on both sides of the border tend to cross more frequently. Traders on the Thai side subsequently 

earn larger profits since the queue turns over several times each day, meaning each driver can 

make several trips. 

One day, I saw a trader on the Thai side who had just bought a queue from another 

trader with 15 people in his truck because his Shan trade partner wanted to transport everyone to 

Mae Hong Son town. That trader attempted to take all of the passengers in his truck, but could 

not do so due to the 12-person limit set by the regulation on Thai public transport. As a result, 

the remaining three passengers had to be loaded onto another truck, which should not have been 

too complicated to arrange. However, it took nearly an hour to sort it out because the queue 

manager and other Thai traders had to decide which driver would take the three passengers, and 

how to pay the queue manager (see Fig. 6.2). From this perspective, human mobility across the 

international border occurs conveniently with the assistance of a cross-border trade network. 

Moreover, the degree of the Thai state’s regulations do not put any significant strain on the 

traders’ transport of goods or passengers. Rather, traders on both sides establish their own rules 

and manipulate the state regulations to benefit their business.  

 
Management of truck space 
  
 One of mechanisms with which the Thai state employs in attempt to control cross-

border flows is regulations on public transportation, especially relating to goods. However, the 

regulations do not significantly impact traders’ loading of merchandise onto vehicles. Traders on 

both sides vigorously pack goods into the back of their trucks, and carefully layer a diverse array 

of merchandise and items that Shan migrants in Thailand want to send to their family members 

in Shan State. Cross-border traders therefore provide delivery services in the absence of any such 

service operated by the Burmese government or private companies in Shan State. Frequently, 

traders on the Shan State side ask passengers to sit on top of goods in order to accommodate a 

greater quantity, and passengers must accept this condition as they also depend on the truck to 

ferry them between Shan State and the Thai border. 
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The size of a pick-up truck is regulated only on the Thai side; a six-wheel truck is 

permitted as the largest vehicle on sub-road no. 1285 due to poor conditions of the road.14 

However, cross-border traders still transport quantities of goods far beyond their trucks’ stated 

capacity. Overweight trucks are unable to stabilize when moving on the rough roads up in the 

mountains in the border’s environs. People told me that they could sometimes find items that 

had fallen down from a truck and the truck drivers had never realized it. It is not uncommon for 

overloaded trucks to flip over steep cliffs in Shan State due to the poor conditions of 

infrastructure (see Fig.6.3). Accidents occur often, and the details about them are later circulated 

among cross-border communities. 

Despite the regulations stated in the central policies of the Thai state, traders’ practices 

on the ground are not notably impacted by the local state’s enforcement of such regulations. In 

particular, the Nam Phueng checkpoint, which was developed from a small and remote border 

passing, maintains the character of a channel free of regulations and controls of cross-border 

flows, allowing for illicit activities to occur. The local representatives of the Thai state tacitly 

approve of traders’ ways of doing business. Throughout the period of my fieldwork, overweight 

truck loads were never considered to be in violation of the stated regulations on public 

transportation. 

 

      
Figure 6.2 (left): The yellow-truck drivers ready to head to town after management of the queue and number of 
passengers (Photo by Mao Langkhur). 
Figure 6.3 (right): Two passengers sitting on top of a truck’s load in Shan State. 

 

                                                           
14 These regulations are from the order entitled “The order issued by the director of the Rural Highway 
Department, specifically on an issue of the ban of vehicles with excessive weight due to possible damage, 
under the responsibility of the Rural Highway Department, document no.6, 2013” (latest revision). See 
the transliteration of the order from the Thai language in the reference section.  
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Special occasions are also a factor when Shan traders weigh the difference in profit 

between transporting people or commodities. For instance, between September and October 

each year is a period when Shan people organize ancestor-worship ceremonies dedicated to their 

deceased family members. They ritualize the day by offering some foods and products made in 

Thailand as alms to the monks and as souvenirs to guests attending the ceremony. At other 

times, such as between March and April, and throughout the dry season, traders profit from both 

transporting a larger number of people and larger amounts of goods with the support of the arid 

weather, which helps maintain dry roads. 

On the Shan State side, the Burma Army and the Maha Ja family’s political boundaries 

remain under the frontier regime, which aids Shan mobility from Shan State to the Thai border 

to occur without significant hindrances. On the Thai side, the border regulations under the 

border regime have been increasingly intensified by the local state. However, the Thai state has 

become more concerned with human flows in response to the border regime, which seeks to 

control such flows more rigidly. For instance, since the improvement of road conditions, an 

increased number of people have begun being transported by trucks, which helps to shift 

people’s modes of travel away from walking and riding animals. Trucking regulations and the 

queue system created by traders on the Thai side are emerging controls from the hands of 

political elites and traders on both sides; however, they have served to make human mobility 

across the border function more efficiently and conveniently. Therefore, Shan mobility remains 

associated with cross-border trade in that it has made mobility more accessible.   

 
 
The mobility regime: Surveillance by regulation 

 
The mobility regime was connected temporarily with the border regime, although the 

Thai state introduced and intensified control and surveillance by regulations (Glick Schiller & 

Salazar, 2013) towards people’s bodies, their identities, and their personal belongings. Under the 

mobility regime, the ways in which the Thai state inspects human bodies is influenced by the 

interrelationship between migrants and things they carry on and inside their bodies. Particular 

objects that Shan migrants carry while moving across the border reflect their attachment to 

home (see Fortier, 2000), while also acting as ethnic identity markers (Mankeker, 2005; 

Panyagaew, 2007). They render different values and meanings according to changing 

circumstances. As Donnan and Wilson (1999a) suggest, values attached to commodities are 

transformed upon crossing the border depending on whom carries the commodities. The 

changed values of commodities are associated with the political and social statuses of border 

crossers. In this section, I will explore two situations to illustrate that although state regulations 
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are intended to be enforced to hinder human mobility across the border, Thailand’s border 

control remains rather inconsistent on a regular basis. Therefore, the Thai state continues to face 

challenges in preventing the porosity of its border. 

 
Performing an ideal state 

 
As described earlier, trucks carrying passengers and commodities from Shan State are not 

permitted to pass through the Thai border checkpoint into the Thai territory, meaning all 

passengers and goods must be transferred to trucks registered on the Thai side. During the 

transfer process, the Thai soldiers’ duties include recording the border crossers’ personal 

information, inspecting goods carried on the vehicles, and checking passengers’ belongings, such 

as bags, backpacks, and sacks of goods (Fig. 6.4). At this border channel, soldiers check and scan 

for illegal contraband commodities from Myanmar—especially drugs, ammunition, teak, and 

timber—and semi-regulated items like agricultural products such as rice, garlic, and onions (see 

Chapter 5). However, the soldiers inconsistently perform a thorough check of vehicles and 

individuals. Most commonly, they simply walk around the vehicles. On rare occasions, a drug-

sniffing German Shepherd dog will be brought out to inspect the trucks, but the dog is kept in a 

cage for most of the day (Fig. 6.5).  

 

    
Figure 6.4 (left): Soldiers opening Shan migrants’ belongings upon arrival at the Thai border. 
Figure 6.5 (right): A German Shepherd caged at the border checkpoint.  
 

In order to encourage the performance of an ideal mission, the Thai state has posted 

procedures regarding the control of people and goods being transported across the border. The 

procedures are printed in a poetic style on A4-sized documents posted on the walls of the Nam 

Pheung checkpoint (Fig. 6.6 and Fig. 6.7). Judging the local state’s actual performance compared 

with the protocol presented in the documents underscores the absence of actions required by the 
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ideal procedures. This highlights the contrasts that exist between the state’s guidelines implying 

the use of up-to-date technology, and the performance of state actors’ on the ground. 

One fundamental aspect of border control under the mobility regime is monitoring the 

bodies of border crossers. Because the soldiers at the checkpoint and other state actors consider 

drugs to be the most significantly illicit commodity, this results in a more rigorous screening than 

for other items transported via truck and in border crossers’ belongings, as shown in the 

guidelines in Fig. 6.6. Thai soldiers, seemingly randomly, sometimes ask Shan migrants to open 

their bags so they can be checked thoroughly. Not infrequently, soldiers may find a carton of 

cigarettes. They then try to determine whether the volume of these semi-regulated commodities 

exceed the allowed limit. From my observation, Shan migrants on their return to Thailand 

sometimes carry hand-rolled cheroot cigars, but only twenty rolls. This makes the amount of 

tobacco difficult to measure. Border-crossers attempt to carry drugs through the border 

checkpoint very infrequently, likely choosing the thick jungles of the informal routes for drug 

smuggling activities.  

 

  
Figure 6.6: Guidelines for searching drugs in a person’s body and the translation.  
 
 

  
Figure 6.7: Vehicle search guidelines posted at the checkpoint, and translation. 

 

Searching for drugs on a person’s body 

 
Swallowed in the stomach  Inserted into the vagina 

Up the rectum   Around the body 

Carried on the body  In the shoes 

Stuffed into clothes  In the belt 

Tied around the body  In the bags 

 (If found) Send them to jail 

Vehicle Searches 
 
Check the passenger’s side   (and the) functionality of the speedometer 
Lift the car-seat   Knock on the door 
Scrutinize all holes   Look at the engine 
(Check) on the roof   Open the petrol tank 
Front and back bumpers  Check under the vehicle 
Left and right mirrors  Inspect loudspeakers 
Under the hood; in the side doors Check the truck’s chassis 
(Check) any modifications  Search more… 

 
If you find drugs, arrest immediately 
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The posted guidelines shown in Fig. 6.6 and Fig. 6.7 illustrate the Thai state’s scrutiny of 

illegal and illicit commodities crossing the border. However, they greatly contrast with how 

soldiers actually perform their duties on the ground. The degree of their investigations very rarely 

follow the guidelines for ideal implementation due to insufficient technology, as this border 

checkpoint is a low-level border crossing and does not contain modern equipment. Not long 

after my initial fieldwork, the army base at the checkpoint imposed photographing of border 

crossers with a digital camera to file the photos in record. However, the high-ranking army base 

in Mae Hong Son town had no allotted budget for this purpose. In order to solve this 

shortcoming, the soldiers used the personal camera of an individual soldier to perform this duty. 

 
Foods as an identity marker 
 

Under the mobility regime, the degree of state control on cross-border flows has become 

tenser and more intentional in the inspection of things coming along with or rendering identity 

marking attached to border crossers. For instance, a number of Shan migrants choose to carry 

foods, cooking ingredients, and dried medicinal plants to maintain an attachment to home while 

working in Thailand. Some do this as a favor for their peers or family members (see Fig. 6.8). 

But these Shan products, nostalgic objects reminiscent of the taste of home, are possibly diverted 

to become markers of identity. The shifted meanings of foodstuffs are intensified further over 

the course of crossing the border. Importantly, these foodstuffs belong to those whose social 

status is ambiguous with regards to Thai immigration laws, and are more greatly scrutinized 

because of the products’ meanings having shifted to being a person’s identity marker.  

Miew Lah, a 33 year-old Shan woman who previously worked as a labor migrant in 

Bangkok, relied on a cross-border trade network to cross the border into Thailand as she lacked 

the proper documents. When traveling to the Thai border afterwards, she rarely carried Shan 

products with her, as she was concerned they might lead to problems when encountering Thai 

officials. “If I carried those things along, they would immediately know I was a khon Bhama [Thai: 

person from Myanmar].”15 This situation echoes the case of Phlong Karen crossing the Thai 

border into Mae Sot, Tak province, in which certain Burmese products stand out as objects 

identifying a person’s origin (Balčaitė, 2015, chapter 5). The case of Miew Lah exemplifies the 

meaning of foods as identity markers rather something to simply consume as a rudimentary 

element of survival. As a result, many Shan migrants whose status is ambiguous in a legal sense 

tend to avoid carrying things which may reveal their non-Thai identity. This situation reflects a 

                                                           
15 Interview with Miew Lah in Nakong village, Shan State, on February 26, 2013. 
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similarity that exists between migrants and their ethnic identities in Myanmar, where ethnic 

identification is a highly sensitive issue, and that in Thailand, where being seen as Burmese is also 

of key concern. Most Shan resent being referred to as ‘Burmese’ due to their long-standing 

negative feelings towards Burma’s authoritarian rules, under which they have continually been 

oppressed by the Burmese regime.  

To avoid problems resulting from carrying foodstuffs across the border, many Shan 

migrants purchase these products in an area more accessible to where they live or work in 

Thailand. Shan foodstuffs can be found relatively easily in local markets and shops, as they are 

commonly imported from Shan State or northern Thailand through distributers and retailers. 

Moreover, for those who desire specific Shan products from their hometowns, they can place 

orders with the Shan traders who drive to the Thai border and have the items mailed them to 

wherever they live in Thailand. Nang Saeng, a Shan trader, told me that she was sometimes asked 

to collect and send Shan foodstuffs made in Möng Nai (her hometown), such as to nao [Shan: 

fermented, dried bean curd], to nao oot [Shan: fermented, dried bean curd seasoned with spices] 

(see Fig. 6.9), to pu haeng [Shan: dried soya bean], and to nao yan [Shan: fermented soaked beans 

with spices], to Shan laborers living in Thailand. When reaching Mae Hong Son, she goes to the 

provincial bus terminal and sends them on a bus traveling from Mae Hong Son to Bangkok, or 

on a van heading to Chiang Mai. She charges 50 baht per box or bag for her courier services.16  

 

           
Figure 6.8 (left): Personal belongings of migrants crossing the border from Shan State.  
Figure 6.9 (right): “To nao,” fermented soya bean discs—a core element of Shan food culture. 
 

                                                           
16 Interview with Nang Saeng on October 15, 2012. 
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Another aspect of foodstuffs is their response to the degree of the interrelationship 

between people’s mobility and commodity flows, since foods generate diversified meanings 

during the human mobility and migration processes, and such meanings given can be altered into 

something else according to a diverse array of circumstances. Foods considered as markers of 

identity intensify the degree to which they identify the carrier as Shan, which is commonly and 

incorrectly interpreted as Burmese and of a non-Thai element. The commodities flowing in 

coexistence with people’s mobility causes more difficulties in border-crossing for the people 

themselves, as state actors tend to consider belongings to have rendered meanings that are 

associated with the identities of border-crossers. This reflects an aspect of the state’s control of 

the border under the mobility regime: people who are identified as having an association with 

particular commodities can possibly be hindered from crossing the international border.  

 
Internal body smuggling 

 
In particular circumstances, flows of commodities and people’s mobility are physically 

fused over the course of crossing the border. For example, illicit drugs may have already been 

consumed by individuals prior to their border-crossing. The Thai state’s border searches for 

drugs are semi-regularly conducted, but rarely in accordance with the guidelines presented in Fig. 

6.6, since the Thai state at the checkpoint is unable to afford to do so thoroughly given that it 

would require high-technology and greater manpower. 

One day in December 2012, I was sitting in the back of a yellow truck with two Shan 

men who had just crossed the border from Shan State. One man was intoxicated and semi-

conscious, and had to be supported by the other man as he was unable to walk. The soldiers at 

the border allowed both of them continue on to Mae Hong Son, perhaps reasoning that the 

unconscious man needed medical treatment at the hospital in town. While sitting in the truck, 

the intoxicated man slipped in-and-out of consciousness and mumbled incoherently, while the 

other man kept pulling his body back inside the truck to prevent him from slipping out of the 

vehicle. When the truck stopped at the local immigration office, the truck driver went to report 

and handed over the documents from the army that needed to be stamped by an immigration 

officer. However, the procedure did not go as usual, since the immigration officer asked the 

truck driver to bring the unconscious passenger to the office. This was not normal, as typically 

only the driver of the truck is involved in this process. An awkward situation ensued as the man 

required support on both sides by his companion and the female truck-driver to be led up to the 

post set on slightly hilly ground.  
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I later learned from border villagers that neither Shan man was allowed to travel on to 

Mae Hong Son town because the immigration officer believed that the unconscious man had 

taken drugs, based on the fact that the men’s origins was Shan State’s Nam Sang township, 

where drug production is widespread. This incident illustrates that even a thing inside a person’s 

body has the potential to hinder that person from crossing the Thai border, such as the case with 

the passenger’s likely symptoms of drug use. It also shows that the Thai officers of different 

agencies performed their missions differently. Whereas the Thai soldiers at the border 

checkpoint allowed the man to cross the border to receive treatment at the hospital, the 

immigration officer believed that the man was not simply sick, but was rather intoxicated on 

narcotics.  

Foods and drugs that people take into their bodies are significant commodities in terms 

of changing meanings in varying contexts. Foodstuffs are generally perceived as trivial and not 

technically illegal, but their meanings change when foods are imbued with social meanings 

connected with Shan identity. The negotiations that occur between the state and Shan migrants 

attempting to cross the border can be made easier by the migrants not carrying such 

commodities with them. In contrast, the case of the allegedly intoxicated man clearly illustrates 

the illicitness attached to certain commodities such as narcotics. The presumption of drug-

involvement resulted in a more decisive, non-negotiable action that can be seen in the 

intertwining of human and commodity flows—a man taking drugs while crossing the border 

confronting border control functions conducted by Thai authorities.  

 
Mundane performance against surveillance by regulation 
  

It is challenging for state officers to perform their missions aligned with the controls 

prescribed under the mobility regime. How they do so illustrates the mundaneness of the 

performance of their duties rather than the rigidity and thoroughness of enforcements of state 

regulations. This is another aspect that is reflected by the cases of foods as markers of identity 

and drugs inside a body. To inspect border-crossers and the things they carry requires the use of 

high-tech equipment, which the officers are unable to afford with their allotted budgets. 

Therefore, the Thai army officers follow the protocols pragmatically while performing their 

missions as mundane practices based more on how practices were carried out during previous 

regimes than strictly regulating the flows as directed under the current regime. 

 From the perspective of the local Thai state, allowing people from Shan State to pass 

through the border checkpoint typicly means allowing Shan people to visit their relatives 

according to long-established customs. I observed that the Thai authorities were reluctant to 
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carry out their duties; however, this reluctance apparently represented their attitude toward 

following practices established by authorities during the previous regimes. The most obvious 

reason for the officers’ hesitancy in consistently applying the regulations of the central state is 

their familiarity with the cross-border traders who have been operating in these borderlands 

since the time of the frontier regime. Some of these state authorities, likewise, have been working 

in this area for several decades. On the whole, members of the border communities make up 

their familiar contacts, including those who were soldiers and militia members during the period 

of ethnic conflict, cross-border traders, and villagers whose forms of migration have shifted from 

those of long-distance traders to those of labor migrants. Subsequently, when the Thai 

authorities carry out their duties towards border-crosses, it is revealed how familiar they are with 

each other. Soldiers might walk around, teasing young female traders, asking where they plan to 

go out that night once getting to town, or they will mingle with the older female traders and 

discuss daily life. In addition, gifting or reciprocity is practiced in the form of food and cooking 

ingredients, which are regularly offered by some of the Thai traders to express gratitude to the 

soldiers for creating such a relaxed atmosphere during their cross-border activities, and for 

making compromises while enforcing the law, making potentially difficult situations less 

stressful.  

 As I have presented the control of the Thai state authorities as relaxed and not stringent, 

it is important to note that this is in stark contrast to what the mobility regime intends. The Thai 

state attempts to follow current trends of large-scale changes resulting from regional 

cooperation. In May 2014, I visited the Nam Phueng border checkpoint two more times and 

came across new elements: buildings and equipment that had recently been established in order 

to demonstrate the Thai state’s preparation toward regional integration under the framework of 

the ASEAN Economic Community. In December 2014, the military at the checkpoint had 

installed a modern-looking metal sign bearing the words “Stop, Check” with an electronic light 

on top. The sign had been donated by the Office of Counterfeit and Contraband Tobacco 

Prevention, Thai Tobacco Monopoly. Such changes as these explicitly show how the Thai state 

attempts to perform and present their concerns regarding personal belongings and items 

attached to people’s identities and their habits of consumption, which reflects control under the 

mobility regime. Although the Thai state’s personnel at the ground level attempt to perform their 

duties in controlling human and commodity flows aligned with the mobility regime, they fail to 

do so due to the legacy of the frontier regime. Importantly, members of the border communities 

who have lived during the time of the three successive regimes have developed familiarity with 
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the state, which enables them to manipulate the regulations to suit their personal and business 

goals.  

 
 
Conclusion 

 
In this chapter, I have illustrated how Shan mobility in relation to commodity flows has 

been shaped by the frontier, border, and mobility regimes, in specific circumstances and across 

the connected timespans. Influenced by Glick Schiller and Salazar (2013), who encourage 

scholars of migration studies to understand the mobility trajectories of humans within temporal 

connectedness, I consider the three regimes as being intertwined and having subsequent effects 

on the border regulations that have developed from the political climate along the frontiers since 

the 1970s. During the frontier regime, long-distance traders were drawn by the demand for 

consumer goods in ethnic rebel strongholds. Their transportation of humans and goods across 

the frontier led to opportunities for Shan migrants to migrate to Thailand afterward. During the 

border regime, these Shan migrants continued to play a role in cross-border trade and adapt to 

the transition of regimes from frontier to border. They were able to negotiate successfully with 

political forces and state regulations regarding border control. Moreover, they subsequently 

found ways to manipulate the regulations by setting their own rules, as in the case of 

transportation and the traders’ queue system. Passengers and goods are managed and calculated 

based on the traders’ maximization of profits, as well as tactful negotiations of the regulations set 

by the political forces on both sides of the border.  

The emergence of the mobility regime has led to the mobility of individuals being 

increasingly regulated towards bodies and identities. Thai state authorities attempt to perform 

their duties by investigating a person’s ethnic background and personal belongings. The other 

side of this exploration reveals that certain commodities can hinder people’s mobility, as these 

commodities are imbued with different meanings by different actors, especially by the state 

authorities enforcing the laws. From the examples described, foods flowing across the border by 

themselves might not garner much attention or have significant meanings attached to them, but 

when they are carried by Shan migrants, they become identity markers. Nonetheless, the legacy 

of the frontier regime remains strong at the present time, and the border remains porous, 

allowing human flows to continue across Shan State to Thailand. This has subsequently 

enhanced the magnitude of Shan people’s flows across the border over the past five decades.  

In Chapter 7, I will further explore themes from this chapter in order to show how the 

permeable border enables Shan traders and labor migrants to shift their mobility forms to suit 

their migratory patterns. I will discuss how political forces and human flows intersects, resulting 
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in people strategizing their journeys through informal taxation, the exchange of commodities, 

and gifting when moving across different political boundaries. After completing these processes, 

Shan migrants are able to migrate to Thailand, using well-trodden routes and practicing circular 

migration patterns over time. This emphasizes the relationship between the four polities and 

Shan transnational communities within the three successive regimes of the border.  



Chapter 7 
 

Dynamic Mobility: Shifting between Trader and Labor Migrant 

 
 
 

About 15 years ago [1997], I left my hometown to cross the Thai 
border. There were five of us, one man and four women. One of the 
women had returned [to Shan State] from Thailand to visit her child 
in my village, so she acted as the group’s leader because of her 
experience with the journey.  
 
We walked all the way, up and down the hills, and slept for three 
nights in the forest lying on mats set out on the ground. We ate food 
we had prepared at home. After arriving in Homöng, we took a pick-
up truck to the Thai border. At the border checkpoint, I had my 
photo taken, plus my fingerprints and name were recorded in a 
logbook. During this process, I said nothing to the Thai authorities—
that was left to the woman leading the trip who answered on the 
group’s behalf. In fact, I didn’t understand much Thai at that time.1 

 
 

 
 

Figure 7.1: Mho Saeng waiting at the border checkpoint before traveling back home. 

                                                           
1 Interview with Mho Saeng on September 17, 2012.  
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The narrative of Mho Saeng illustrates the border control procedures encountered by 

cross-border travelers during the 1990s. As described in Chapter 6, Shan labor migrants’ mobility 

across the international border was supported by established long-distance and cross-border 

trade networks in which driver-traders were crucial intermediaries in facilitating the mobility of 

Shan individuals. These intermediaries on both sides of the border had to develop different types 

of relationships with political powers in Shan State and state authorities on the Thai side to 

navigate the passages of migrants across different political territories and borders. Such dynamic 

forms of mobility over the past several decades have consequently coalesced into collective 

migration patterns of Shan migrants in the present. The migrants are able to return home, re-

migrate, and complete circular migrations using established routes and routinized patterns to 

support their migratory trajectories over long periods.   

This chapter presents the perspectives and narratives of Shan migrants as “mobile 

individuals” (Glick Schiller & Salazar, 2013) in order to show how human passage is modified, 

halted, or managed as the result of interactions and negotiations between labor migrants and 

cross-border traders as intermediaries, and between intermediaries and political elites on the Thai 

side. Aligned with the previous chapters, I investigate the strategies within the frameworks of 

gifting and commodity exchange as utilized by the actors to facilitate mobility and support the 

migration process. Money is used as the commodity of exchange at some check posts, which is 

indicative of the cross-border migration industry that has created routinized patterns and enabled 

a large number of people from Burma to illegally cross into Thailand during the past several 

decades (Farrelly, 2012; Balčaitė, 2015, chapter 6).  

Furthermore, I examine Shan migration as a two-way flow—a flow that is repeated on a 

regular basis. Such patterns characterize internal-international migration on one hand, and 

circular patterns on the other, which possibly involve one single migrant’s migration processes 

(King & Skeldon, 2010). A majority of Shan migrants cross the border more than once, while 

shifting their forms of mobility to suit their required migration patterns, desired outcomes, and 

their livelihoods. They often traverse the same routes, while at other times they travel different 

routes while relying on similar networks. The routinized pattern of migration of the Shan 

resonates with Steven Vertovec’s (2007b, p. 5) argument that migrants who establish networks 

that facilitate their border-crossing more than once become less aware of the illegality of their 

cross-border movements (see also Balčaitė, 2015, chapter 5).    
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Traders as intermediaries facilitating cross-border mobility 
 
The migration of individuals and groups from Shan State to the Thai border occurs 

successfully with the support of cross-border networks, as described in Chapter 6. In this 

section, I further investigate the relationships and transactions between traders and Shan 

passengers who seek livelihoods in Thailand. Cross-border traders use their vehicles to transport 

the Shan to the Thai border, facilitating their mobility across the international border, and 

further into Thailand.   

Nang Saeng, a cross-border trader from Möng Nai in her mid-30s, told me that there 

would be three to four people joining her next journey to the Thai border. These people had 

come back to Shan State to visit their parents in the villages around Möng Nai, and now wanted 

to return to their jobs in Thailand. She saw these passengers as a crucial source of income, 

supplementing what she earned transporting products from Thailand to small shops in Möng 

Nai.   

  
Yes, I bring people to Thailand because they know I regularly travel to the Thai border 
to trade. I don’t have to convince them to go. They want to go despite being informed 
that working there in Thailand is hard and not suitable for those who have finished 
school with good grades. In Thailand, they usually work as housemaids and cleaners. If 
they stay here in Myanmar for a long time, there will be fewer jobs for them to do. So 
they ask me to take them with me, because they see I’m a good person and can be trusted 
as a phi [Thai: older sister] or pa [Thai: auntie].2 

 
 
Nang Saeng seemed to want to make clear that she did not have a hand in coercing any 

Shan person to go and work in Thailand. By contrast, she reported that potential migrants saw 

her as a fellow villager who could be trusted. This situation is not different from that of Mho 

Saeng (introduced at the beginning of this chapter). Mho Saeng decided to leave her hometown 

to find a job in Thailand by following a Shan woman who was already working there. She told 

me:   

 
Those who had left for Thailand, when they came back to visit their families, I realized 
that they had become richer. So I told my parents that I intended to travel to Thailand. 
They covered my transportation and other costs by borrowing money from my aunt to 
pay for my trip—around 5,000 kyat or 850 baht at that time to give to the woman who 
led the trip.3 

 

                                                           
2 Interview with Nang Saeng in Möng Nai on October 15, 2012. 

3 Interview with Mho Saeng at the Nam Phueng checkpoint on September 17, 2012. 
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Shan migrants who choose to work in Thailand do not consider participation in these 

kinds of networks as taking part in human trafficking. They are aware of the hardship they must 

endure in traveling to the Thai border. They prepare and save the money required to pay for 

their travel costs in advance of their actual departure. The amount of money required depends 

on their places of departure—usually their hometowns—and their destinations. For instance, the 

amount Mho Saeng paid almost twenty years ago was 850 baht, based on a three to four day trip 

from Mawk Mai to the Thai border, about 150 kilometers to the Nam Phueng checkpoint, along 

poorly constructed roads. This fare did not include the trip from the Thai border to her final 

destination of Chiang Mai. According to Cham Tong, a cross-border trader from Mawk Mai, the 

amount required to travel from Mawk Mai to Chiang Mai and Bangkok by truck during my 

fieldwork period was 4,500 and 10,000 baht, respectively.4 In another example, the cost of 

traveling from Panglong township—which is approximately 250 kilometers from the border, 

considerably farther than Möng Nai and Mawk Mai townships—and then on to Chiang Mai and 

Bangkok was 350,000 kyat (about 12,000 baht) and 550,000 kyat (between 18,000 and 19,000 

baht), respectively.5 This journey took two-to-three days due to the mountainous terrains and 

poor infrastructure. Additionally, these were the rates for those who had never been to Thailand, 

meaning they had not yet procured any of the required documents.  

Thailand’s policy related to migrants in the national labor market has been situationally 

modified by the state and as part of agreements made between the Burmese and Thai 

governments. In 2003, the Thai government began allowing labor migrants to work and reside in 

Thailand with a Burmese passport, according to a memorandum of understanding (MOU) 

developed with the Burmese government. However, as previously described, passports can only 

officially be used at international immigration channels to enter Thailand, not at informal 

checkpoints like Nam Phueng. Therefore, crossing the border at this checkpoint is illegal, but the 

Thai authorities allow it to continue without maintaining any official records. One reason may be 

associated with the fares passengers pay to driver-traders on both sides. Portions of these fares 

remain at checkpoints located both in areas under the control of the central Myanmar 

government and those controlled by Maha Ja family’s, as well as at official posts in Thailand (see 

Fig. 5.1 and Table 5.1 in Chapter 5). Shan people who aim to become labor migrants do not 

interact directly with either Burmese officers or representatives of the Maha Ja family. Instead, 

traders or truck drivers take a primary role in negotiating the flows of goods and people at 

                                                           
4 Interview with Cham Tong in Mawk Mai on February 28, 2013. 

5 I collected the data from a trader’s wife in Panglong on March 2, 2013. 
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checkpoints in Shan State and other areas of Myanmar. The ways in which travel expenses are 

prepared in advance by Shan migrants and contacts with driver-traders are arranged prior to 

travel emphasize the routinized nature of migration from Myanmar to Thailand (Farrelly, 2012), 

which has become a migration industry (Koser, 2010; Balčaitė, 2015, chapter 6).  

 
 

Interaction of intermediaries and officers of the Thai state 
 
As Willem van Schendel and Erik de Maaker (2014) point out, although one of the main 

functions of a border is to interrupt flows of people, the degree of success that each border 

achieves with this endeavor is anything but uniform. The successful operations of a border 

control system depends on the border’s geographical settings, the degree of flexibility practiced 

by the border authorities when enforcing regulations, and how laws are interpreted at the local 

level. Here, I describe the mobility flows of Shan people after they reach the border and continue 

to other places in Thailand. 

A migrant’s journey across the border in the 1990s, when Mho Saeng first traveled, did 

not follow the same route taken by Shan migrants during the 1970s and 80s. Mho Saeng walked 

to the border after the ethnic conflicts in the frontiers had somewhat subsided, and she traveled 

through the jungle, which allowed her to avoid posts manned by Burmese soldiers. This 

emphasizes that modes of travel and infrastructure affect, to the degree to which Shan migrants 

potentially encounter representatives of political elites, Shan mobility. In the 2000s and onwards, 

infrastructure was developed and roads were improved, making it possible for travelers to 

commute by truck from the Salween River’s eastern bank to Homöng. There they tended to 

encounter and interact with Burmese state agents posted along the way to the Thai border. 

In the present day, immediately upon reaching the Thai border, Shan migrants encounter 

state regulations enforced by soldiers (see the locations of the Thai authorities in Fig. 4.1, chapter 

4). The military officers there collect personal information from people entering Thailand, and 

also take photos and fingerprints. Army officers allow nearly everyone to enter Thailand and to 

travel further into the country, even if they suspect that some of the Shan might be arriving 

illegally or without proper documentation. A soldier of the Thai army explained to me that it is 

not easy to stop people from crossing the border: 

 
For sick people, genuinely sick, sometimes they come very late at night after the border 
checkpoint has closed. They shout loudly so the soldiers can hear them. We see it as 
necessary and let them in. However, there are cases that make us feel ambivalent. These 
are cases like pregnant women who lack proper documents. We allow them to stay in 
Thailand for three days, but they usually stay longer, up to four or five days.  
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Some cases too are very obvious. They claim that they are sick. I ask them, ‘What is your 
name?’, but they answer me immediately, ‘Stomachache—let me see the doctor for three 
days.’6 Sometimes, five or six people come together and all say they are ill, but none of 
them have proper documents. In this case, we usually don’t let them all go to the hospital 
at the same time. When we reject their requests, traders on the Thai side are not pleased 
since they lose their potential income. So I have to tell the them, ‘Could you take only 
two or three persons at a time? Five or six is too much for us to allow to pass the 
border.’ Some border-crossers who have obtained none of the documents appeal to me 
to let them go by saying, ‘I made an appointment with the trader and paid him to pick 
me up already.’ Then that trader immediately adds, ‘I beg you, please let these two people 
come with me.’7   

 
 
Although soldiers based at this post rarely get involved in obvious forms of monetary 

bribery, I learned that friendly relationships had developed between soldiers and many traders 

such that they had reached a level of reciprocity. As stated in Chapter 6, foods or trivial gifts 

were accepted by officers on both sides of the border, leading to tangible benefits that were not 

considered overtly illicit. After people from Shan State cross the border at the military post, most 

of these individuals continue to travel on to destinations further inside Thailand, despite the fact 

that they encounter a number of other Thai authorities at later check posts.  

 

 
 

 
At the customs office (post no. 2 in Fig. 4.1), the majority of border-crossers who are 

Shan migrants are not made to stop and report themselves to authorities. However, the traders 

                                                           
6 This Thai soldier implies that such Shan people have learned how to convince the Thai officers that they 
are sick, and have memorized certain sentences in Thai to give as answers. As a result, their stock answers 
do not match the questions posed by the Thai authorities.  

7 Interview with a Thai soldier who was based at the Nam Phueng Military Base from October 2011 to 
September 2012, on September 25, 2012. 

Figure 7.2: A Shan mother carrying her 
baby while reporting at the military check 
post on the Thai side. 
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who are operators of yellow pick-up trucks do have to stop to declare goods imported from 

Shan State, and they may also have to stop if one of their passengers is a trader from the Shan 

State side carrying products to declare. The next stop is the local immigration office (post no. 3 

in Fig. 4.1). Here, people from Shan State are supposed to present a document requesting 

permission to enter the Thai kingdom, nangsue phonpan (see Figs. 4.2–4.5 in Chapter 4), first 

stamped by the military unit at the border checkpoint, along with their Burmese identification 

card or other valid documents. They next have their photo taken using a digital camera, then the 

immigration officers stamp the form with their approval for either a trade or medical treatment 

permit. Often, truck drivers on the Thai side are able conduct all of the steps of this process for 

their passengers without the officers taking photos of the people entering Thailand. Most Shan 

migrant passengers remain seated in the trucks. 

This same procedure transpires at post no. 4 (a collaborative unit of police and volunteer 

territorial protection office), where a wooden bollard is set-up to stop movement. Traders halt 

here and report their names and vehicle information to the officers, while their passengers wait 

in the trucks. It does not take long for the Thai officers to record the information of traders and 

their vehicles, as a list of 24 known traders’ names and license plate numbers are written on a 

board attached to the post’s wall. Officers and traders maintain close relationships and have 

learned each other’s names. Most of the time the traders step out from their vehicles only to 

greet the officers; occasionally they just apply their brakes briefly before driving off in a hurry. 

Officers at this post recognize the traders on sight record their names in a logbook. On several 

occasions, especially in the late afternoon, they might not take this duty as seriously as they 

would earlier in the day. Most afternoons, the officers play pétanque in the vicinity of the post 

and simply allow both traders and migrants to pass without question. Their performance seems 

contradictory to the national policy of fighting human trafficking, as promulgated on a banner 

displayed on the building’s wall (Fig. 7.3). As presented in an excerpt from an interview with an 

officer at this checkpoint in the introductory chapter, these officers consider the Shan crossing 

the border into Thailand as familiars who are most likely making a journey to visit their relatives 

who reside in Thailand. 

The last checkpoint on the journey along minor road no. 1285 is the Provincial 

Investigative Police Office (post no. 5 in Fig. 4.1), at which neither traders nor passengers stop as 

they are supposed to be made to do. The truck drivers simply rely on their acquaintanceship with 

the local officers to smooth the interaction, as they have known each other for years or even 

decades. This familiarity between both sides has resulted in lax monitoring, indicative of the local 

state’s performance of its border control functions. 
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Beyond the rituals of border-crossing described above, Shan migrants succeed in crossing 

the border by utilizing partnership of traders on both sides considered intermediaries between 

them and the Thai officials. Nang Saeng revealed to me that she maintains friendly relationships 

with the traders on the Thai side, as it is of critical importance for her trading operations. If any 

conflict was to occur between the Shan and Thai traders, the Thais could undermine the Shan’s 

cross-border activities. Nang Saeng accepted the fact that her partner on the Thai side was 

powerful and has helpful connections with state officers, stating: “Once I brought 16 people to 

the border, and my partner managed to take them all across the border and on to Mae Hong Son 

and Chiang Mai without encountering any problems at all.”8 

Shan labor migrants who cross the border through this checkpoint comprise the largest 

group of border-crossers, whereas the number of those conducting cross-border trade and those 

seeking medical services is much lower. Those in the second and third groups are not recorded 

as border-crossers by Mae Hong Son’s immigration office. Oraphan, a female yellow-truck 

driver, conceded this point, explaining:  

 
Most of the border-crossers through this checkpoint are rang-ngan tangdao [Thai: alien 
workers] who already work in Thailand, as well as their relatives. Members of these 
groups comprise 80 percent of the total number of border-crossers. Another 10 percent 
consists of those conducting small-scale and petty trade. The last 10 percent are those 
living on the Thai side but crossing the border for small business.9 
  
 

                                                           
8 Interview with Nang Saeng in Möng Nai on October 15, 2012. 

9 Interview with Oraphan in Mae Hong Son town on September 16, 2012. 

Figure 7.3: A sign of a counter-human 
trafficking campaign, displayed at a check 
post of the Thai authorities. 



Busarin Lertchavalitsakul 

165 

 

In line with the aim to legalize undocumented labor migrants from Myanmar to serve in 

the Thai private sectors, these Shan labor migrants are obliged to procure Burmese passports, as 

required by the MOU agreed upon by the Thai Ministry of Labor and the Government of Burma 

(Mon, 2010, pp. 36–38). As previously discussed, Burmese passport holders are not supposed to 

travel between the two countries through the Nam Phueng checkpoint; however, state and non-

state actors cooperatively work to facilitate the passage of Shan migrants in this category. These 

actions are considered ‘illegal but licit,’ and they are built upon the flexible enforcement and 

interpretation of Thai laws. 

When these licit forms of migration occur, bribery is often involved in the process. Nang 

Khin, a Shan trader, divulged the average amount she paid to the Thai authorities for the ability 

to bring people from Shan State into Thailand. She explained that in an ideal situation, the Shan 

labor migrants who live in Thailand and have both a valid Burmese passport and related legal 

documents are usually charged between 700 and 800 baht by traders on the Thai side to travel 

from the Thai border to Mae Hong Son town. If they wish to travel on to other parts of 

Thailand, they can make arrangements to do so on their own. Out of the total fee of 700–800 

baht, the truck drivers will pay 100 baht to immigration post no. 3 and another 100 baht to the 

Provincial Investigative Police. Fifty baht is also paid to the post staffed by local police and 

territorial protection officers.10 Sai Woon, a Thai trader who owns a yellow truck, accepts the fact 

that many of the border-crossers he carries have come to Thailand illegally, and so he also 

accepts that he will occasionally face trouble: 

 
The drivers on this route sometimes face problems because we bring khon tang dao [Thai: 
alien people] into Thailand, but we generally benefit from this work. It is risky but 
simultaneously highly beneficial. I was once brought up on charges when someone 
reported my activities to the Thai authorities, and it is because of the risk involved that 
we charge the passengers quite a high amount.11  

 
 

As mentioned earlier, the amounts required to travel on to larger cities like Chiang Mai 

and Bangkok are considered very high, if not prohibitive, for migrants entering Thailand for the 

first time. Nang Khin told me that there were five posts located at different sites on the route 

from Mae Hong Son to Chiang Mai. For these journeys, the traders use private trucks instead of 

their yellow trucks registered with the local transport office. This is in order to make their 

vehicles less likely be stopped at the police or army check posts on the way. Some of the driver-

                                                           
10 Interview with Nang Khin in Nam Phueng village on April 14, 2014. 

11 Interview with Sai Woon in Nam Phueng village on December 5, 2012. 
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traders do not drive their passengers all the way to their final destinations themselves, but have 

partners who do part of the driving. However, while the trip may be problem-free for a private 

vehicle the first few times, as time passes, the Thai authorities are more likely to remember 

certain drivers and their vehicles. After that, the journeys might not run as smoothly as before. 

As a result, to ensure a complete journey, additional bribes must be given to the authorities. 

Handing over 200 baht in bribes at each of the five checkpoints means a total of 1,000 baht in 

bribes for the trip from Mae Hong Son to Chiang Mai.12 

After crossing the border, cross-border traders assist Shan migrants by providing 

transportation to their destinations by employing monetary forms of bribery rather than gifting. 

This is in contrast to the situation on the Shan State side of the border, where traders are able to 

facilitate their smooth passages by gifting Burmese soldiers or police officers based along the 

mountainous landscapes with staple food items or consumer products that are difficult to access 

in rural areas. Given that Thai state officers have no difficulties in accessing basic necessities, 

traders on the Thai side perhaps consider monetary bribery the most appropriate technique.  

 In order to avoid encounters interactions with state agencies on the Thai border, another 

method of crossing the border is human smuggling. Nineteen-year-old Kham Jing was involved 

in one such case. She is from Nakong village and decided to cross the border to find work in 

Thailand after her parents became bankrupt following Burma’s demonetarization of its currency 

in the 1980s. She paid a trader on the Shan State side 380,000 kyat to be part of a group of 16 

persons who wanted to seek better fortune in Thailand. She, the youngest member of the group, 

left her hometown on foot through the jungle, passing many different villages on the way:  

 
As much as I can recall, I crossed several hills and mountains until I could hardly count 
how many there were. It took three days and three nights to reach Monna village at one 
o’ clock in the morning. We slept only a few hours and woke up at 4 a.m. We had to get 
up to walk through the jungle again to cross into Thai territory with one person from the 
village who knew the route well escorting us. In the meantime, there was another person 
walking to the border checkpoint zones to recon whether any soldiers were patrolling 
around. We wanted to avoid both Burmese and Thai military units. The leader of the trip 
brought us to stop at a certain spot on the road. There we found a man with a pick-up 
truck who was going to drive us to Chiang Mai. That truck was fully closed at the back. 
We hardly knew what was going on outside while driving along the way, until finally the 
truck driver stopped the engine and said loudly, ‘We’ve arrived Chiang Mai. If you have 
relatives or anyone whom you know here, call them to pick you up now!’13 

 
 

                                                           
12 Interview with Nang Khin in Nam Phueng village on April 14, 2014. 

13 Interview with Kham Jing in Bangkok on December 17, 2013. 
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Kham Jing’s case illustrates a type of border-crossing that is absolutely illegal, as such 

activities are not permitted by any state authorities on either side of the border. Furthermore, it 

illustrates the inefficiency of the state in monitoring cross-border flows and its failure to secure 

the border helps sustain strong networks that facilitate Shan migrant flows to move further into 

the country. From the state’s perspective, these practices might appear to be those of a human 

trafficking syndicate, as they are, not supported by any state agencies. However, in the majority 

of these cases, including Kham Jing’s, the individuals are voluntarily leaving their hometowns 

and have prepared money in advance to pay the transporters upon crossing into Thailand. 

 
 
Repeated routes and routinized patterns  
 

Previous Shan migration studies conducted in Thailand (Ferguson, 2008; Jirattikorn, 

2008; Yasuda, 2008; Cadchumsang, 2011) placed their focus on Shan mobility from the 

perspective of Shan State, particularly to the dimension of migrants’ status as newly-arriving 

migrants in transnational settings.14 More recent studies on the mobility of different ethnic 

migrants from neighboring countries into Thailand (Lee, 2011; Rangkla, 2012; Rungmanee, 2015) 

have not touched upon migration flows in reverse, particularly on the aspect of detailed 

trajectories. In this section, I aim to fill the gap by studying reverse mobility flows leading to 

circular migration patterns that have yet had little attention paid to them (Vertovec, 2007). I will 

then describe the journeys carried out by Shan migrants who return to their hometowns in Shan 

State, seasonally and for short and long periods of time. My findings highlight the utilization of 

cross-border networks similar to those used by migrants when moving in the opposite direction.   

For most Shan migrant communities in Thailand, the preferred time of the year to visit 

their hometowns in Shan State is between early March and early May. During this time, the 

week-long festival of Songkran, or Thai traditional New Year, coincides with the traditional Shan 

Poi Sang Long festival, which involves the Buddhist ordination of boys between seven and 12 

years old, and takes place either in people’s home villages or nearby. These events provide 

migrants with extra incentive to visit their homes and spend time with relatives and friends, as 

well as with villagers from other locations. 

Having saved enough money to cover the transportation costs and to remit funds to 

their relatives back home, the Shan migrants begin by contacting traders on the Thai side who 

they already know, or those recommended by friends or fellow villagers through word-of-mouth. 
                                                           
14 There are also a number of studies on Shan migrant communities in Thailand that mainly focus on 
place-making and adaptive strategies in the dominant Thai society; i.e. Wandee, 2002; Thitiwut, 2005; 
Panprae, 2007; Omsin, 2008; and Suntree, 2008. 
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The majority of these migrants have already obtained Burmese passports or other forms of legal 

documentation issued by the Thai state, to ensure smooth journeys out of the provinces where 

they have been working. They usually plan to visit their hometowns along with their siblings or 

friends of the same origins who are also in Thailand, and in some cases they travel together with 

their entire family, which might include aging parents and little children traveling together. 

Before crossing the international border, they usually travel to Mae Hong Son town, where they 

are met at the bus terminal by the contacted driver-traders. If the timing works in their favor, 

they are taken to the border checkpoint the same day. If the traders expect more people to arrive 

within a few days, they may wait for these people to arrive and accommodate the earlier arrivals 

at their homes in Nam Phueng village. During the passengers’ stay, the traders provide them 

food, of which the cost is already calculated as part of the transporting fees. In some cases, the 

traders wait for their Shan trade partners to reach the Thai border, depending on the logistical 

arrangements on both sides. For example, traders in Shan State might wait for more people to 

arrive who wished to be transported to the border, or for money from the shops where they 

intend to deliver Thai products upon their return.  

 
Rituals on the return journey 

 
The pattern of Shan migrants’ travel in reverse—that is, from Thailand to Shan State—is 

not significantly different from the travel they undertake from Shan State to reach Thailand. 

They depend on the same networks and take similar routes. In addition, the traders on both sides 

employ the same strategies to maneuver the journey across the various political boundaries and 

nation-state borders. For example, they must stop at each check post described above. The 

traders need to bribe the Thai authorities on the return leg, but pay smaller amounts at each 

checkpoint because, from the Thai immigration police’s point of view, human flows out of 

Thailand are less worthy of scrutiny than those coming in. Nonetheless, if the traders can 

minimize their costs in terms of bribes or otherwise, they will certainly do so. One strategy is 

transporting their passengers in as short a time as possible.  

Kham Ong, a trader on the Thai side, relates:  

 
Many times Shan migrants stay overnight at my place before taking the trip the next day. 
The next morning, I send them out very early, at least before the immigration officers 
arrive at their posts. I save a 100 baht this way since I do not have to pay this amount to 
the officers.15 

 

                                                           
15 Conversation with Kham Jing on February 13, 2013. 
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Before crossing the border to Shan State, all Shan migrants follow a procedure similar to 

the one they endured when entering Thailand: having their photos and fingerprints taken and 

their names and destinations recorded at the check post manned by Thai soldiers. Meanwhile, 

the traders carrying passengers calculate their shares of the fees paid by the Shan labor migrants. 

Approximately one-third of the fees are taken by the traders on the Thai side, with the rate 

charged depending on the destinations. For instance, during 2012 to 2013, traveling from Chiang 

Mai to Nakong village cost 3,500 baht, and 2,000–2,500 baht from Mae Hong Son town to 

Nakong village. Similarly, a portion of the fares is deducted by traders to pay fees at the different 

check posts in Shan State shown in Table 5.1 (see the column ‘flows from Thailand to Shan 

State’).  

 The most important item for Shan migrants to have upon reentering Myanmar is their 

Burmese identification card, a pink card with a black and white photo attached. Throughout the 

entire trip, this ID card is retained by the Shan driver-trader to show at nearly all check posts, 

especially the ones located in the Maha Ja family-controlled zone, as evidence of the number of 

passengers they are carrying on each truck. Those who do not possess ID cards are unable to 

travel without going to the office in Homöng and applying for a guaranteed document called a 

toak khan za signed by officials (see Chapter 3). This permit costs 200 baht, a fee that the 

migrants must be responsible for themselves.  

On the reverse trip, another rule that has been set arbitrarily is that when the trucks reach 

the first checkpoint in Monna village in the Maha Ja family’s political territory, all passengers 

must alight from the vehicle to report at the post and have their fingerprints taken. Traders do 

not see this rule as part of immigration control, but instead as a way to informally levy taxes 

according to the number of passengers in each truck. The rate in 2013 was 225 baht per 

passenger. Not long after that, the Maha Ja family altered the regulation to create more 

incentives for traders: for every six passengers, the traders are only required to pay a fee to the 

SSS personnel equivalent to that of five passengers, while if they carry 15 persons, they paid at 

the rate for only 13. The personnel controlling this post issues a document to the traders to 

certify the number of passengers they are carrying and for declaring at other check posts so they 

can continue to receive a discounted rate on the fees charged. This has motivated many traders 

to take a risk by lying about the actual number of passengers they are transporting. Therefore, 

the check post located in this village has become much stricter in counting the number of 

passengers in each truck because the Maha Ja family discovered later that they had lost income. 

As a consequence, the check post controllers at this post began ordering those in the trucks to 
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disembark and have their thumbprints recorded in a log-book in order to record the exact 

number of passengers.16  

 The next few check posts en route are less strict. Traders have to hand over varying 

amounts of cash and other incentives as gifts to those controlling the posts. When passing 

through each of these posts, the Shan labor migrants do not interact with the Burmese 

authorities or the personnel of the Maha Ja family, although the Shan migrants have no need to 

be concerned about their legal status. Only the traders communicate or negotiate with the people 

manning the posts, providing information similar to that given during the journey from Shan 

State to Thailand, i.e., what products are being transported, the ultimate destination, and how 

many people are being carried. 

During a trip I took in May 2014 as part of my fieldwork, Nang Woon, the wife of the 

truck driver whose vehicle I was riding in, stopped by a red and white wooden bar at the check 

post at the exit of the Ta-sop-teng pier. Nang Woon spoke with two men at the post and 

signaled that she had already paid the fees. However, these two men at the post attempted to ask 

for something. Besides money from cross-border traders, they hoped to receive other incentives 

upon giving a signaled request. However, on that day, Nang Woon did not give them any form 

of additional gifts, saying in Shan that she had paid everything already and summarily driving 

away. When we reached Jalong village, the vehicle stopped at the village entrance. A man was 

standing by, and Nang Woon informed him that the back of the truck was loaded with lychees. 

The truck passed through the village center where the police office was located, and three or 

four police officers approached the truck while Nang Woon divided some lychees in a small 

cardboard box and gifted it to the officers before leaving the village. I have described these 

incidents to illustrate that traders who transported goods and passengers strategized their 

negotiations differently in response to various political elites in Shan State. 

 There are also situations in which Shan migrants do not invest any amount in their 

travel. Kam Jing explained that in a normal situation, to get back home, she needed to save 

around 2,000 baht for the cost of travel from the border checkpoint to Nakong village. This 

could be a free trip on the occasion that she participates in a Shan Buddhist tradition. Once Shan 

people residing in Chiang Mai organized the event by transporting a Buddha image from Chiang 

Mai to a temple in Shan State. She participated in this event without having to burden much of 

                                                           
16 I obtained this data from interviews with Sai Aung in Nam Phueng village on November 29, 2012. 
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the travel cost. This type of the Shan merit-making trip provides people the opportunity to be 

part of the convoy and travel for free.17 

As described, arbitrary rules can result from changing political situations. The year 

preceding the Myanmar general election of November 2015 was a period in which the Myanmar 

government encouraged Burmese migrants in Thailand to return home to procure ID cards to be 

eligible to vote. During the trip I took with Nang Woon, after we arrived in Nakong village, I 

disembarked in order to stay overnight with a Shan woman I came to know from a previous trip. 

It was around 8 p.m. when the truck dropped me at the her home. Soon after, a person came to 

inform me I needed to pay 2,000 kyat to the phytusit. I wondered if such a cost could be incurred 

unnoticed, as I had paid nothing during my previous visit to this village. Nang Woon explained 

to me that, a few months earlier, there was an influx of migrants who had been working in 

Thailand traveling back home to procure ID cards, and the Maha Ja family saw this as a golden 

opportunity to claim fees. They suddenly announced this rule to specifically charge those coming 

back from Thailand during this period. News of this newly-imposed rule was being circulated 

transnationally among migrant communities in Thailand. 

Upon their trip from Shan State, the intersection between human mobility and state 

regulations meets in the form of expected bribery and gifting to state officers within Thai 

territories. On the Shan State side, monetary exchanges for fees and permits to move further are 

practiced within the Maha Ja family’s territory, while in the Burmese territory, monetary 

transactions and non-monetary incentives are conducted. Similar to how gifts facilitate the flow 

of humans across the border, foods can also be used as gifts to the Burmese police and army 

officers who are based far away from sources of food or ready-made products. I consider the 

interaction between cross-border flows of humans and commodities to be a vestige of the 

authoritarian regime, in addition to the underground and black market trade created from the 

policies enacted as part of General Ne Win’s Burmese Way to Socialism. However, the posts set 

up to take advantage of traders (or from a different perspective, extract fees that traders are 

obliged to pay) illustrates a mechanism that facilitates Shan mobility which is supported by cross-

border traders negotiating with political elites by bribery, exchange of commodities, and gifting.  

 
 
Shifting forms of mobility strengthening circular migration  

 
Shan migrants are able to shift their forms of mobility to fit subsequent migration needs. 

Although they encounter arbitrary rules set on the Shan State side and state regulations on the 
                                                           
17 Interview with Kham Jing in Bangkok on December 17, 2013. 
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Thai side, they maneuver their movements to better their livelihoods over time. In this section, I 

present the partial stories of three Shan migrants and describe the ways in which they make use 

of long-distance and cross-border trade networks as forms of capital or resources (de Haas, 

2010) in moving across the border and migrating to Thailand. Looking at the migration process 

from an agency approach reveals sophisticated migratory trajectories, both internally and 

internationally within long-term and short-term timescales (Bakewell, 2010). 

 
From long-distance trader, to labor migrant, to cross-border trader  

 
During the period of ethnic insurgencies in the 1970s and 80s in the Shan State’s 

frontiers, many Shan participated in long-distance trade. Border regulations on the Thai side 

were nearly non-existent, though Thai officials functioned informally under the frontier regime. 

Due to the loose immigration controls in place, Shan migrants changed their forms of migration 

from being short-term border-crossers to labor migrants in Thailand. Nang Khin was one such 

trader from Nakong village during this period.  

 
When I was a mae ga [Shan: female trader] in the 1980s, there was no border checkpoint 
at the Thai border like today, only rangers patrolling. Until the 1990s, a group of three or 
four people and I crossed the border to work in Thailand. At this time, there was an 
immigration checkpoint on the Thai side. I told the Thai officers that I wanted to visit 
my relatives in Mae Hong Son. But not long after that, I went to work on a pig farm in 
Chonburi province [in eastern Thailand] and stayed there for a while before moving 
again to work in Bangkok. Around two or three years passed, and I decided to return to 
Mae Hong Son. I did not go back to Shan State, but instead bought a plot of land and 
farmed, planting chilies and raising pigs to earn income. Once I had enough money saved 
to buy a pick-up truck, my husband and I started driving a yellow-truck to transport 
passengers and goods, and we have continued like that until today.18 

 
  

Nang Khin’s migratory trajectories illustrate the border regime under which the control 

of the border was not fully established on the Thai side. Long-distance traders like Nang Khin 

could travel back-and-forth rather freely numerous times. After the Thai state established its 

border control with the bureaucracy of a modern nation-state in the 1990s, Shan traders still 

managed to cross the international border under the loose border controls that inherited some 

characteristics from the frontier regime. Subsequently, long-distance traders eventually migrated 

and transitioned into labor migrants in Thailand for years. These successful shifting forms of 

mobility supported Nang Khin to become a more mobile individual (Glick, Schiller, & Salazar, 

                                                           
18 Interviews with Nang Khin on December 2 and 5, 2012. 
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2013) and empowered her to make choices in her life with increased agency. In the end, she was 

able to decide what forms of mobility and migration patterns she wanted to pursue.   

 
Becoming long-term migrants and re-migration 

 
The migratory network that enabled Nang Khin to migrate to and from Thailand for 

over 30 years, under both the frontier and border regimes, is longstanding. Nang Saeng’s similar 

trajectory further illustrates how this migratory network is strengthened over time. These 

developed into stronger cross-border networks that she used as capital to facilitate her in moving 

across the border 10 years following. In the mid-1990s, Nang Saeng crossed the border to 

Thailand when she was 19 years-old via cross-border networks that Shan migrants like Nang 

Khin in the previous period had developed both in the immediate border zones and in 

transnational communities in Thailand. Although Nang Saeng faced more difficulties in moving 

across international borders during the border regime, under which more systematic border 

control on the Thai side was built up, the well-established cross-border migrant networks helped 

her to successfully move across the border.  

Nang Saeng’s migratory life was the reverse of Nang Khin’s, as she, by the time of the 

interview, was a cross-border trader in Thailand, transporting goods and passengers between her 

home town in Möng Nai and the Thai border through the Nam Phueng checkpoint. Before she 

became a cross-border trader on the Shan State side, she had been a migrant worker for over 10 

years. During those 10 years, she gave birth to a son when she was 21 years old, and this 

influenced her decision to return home for about two years. Afterwards, leaving her son with her 

mother, Nang Saeng crossed back over the border at the Nam Phueng checkpoint to work again 

in Thailand, using a similar route and network. During her re-migration period, she moved 

around Bangkok, working in different factories. To describe her changing mobility forms, she 

changed from a long-term labor migrant into a return migrant after giving birth to her son and 

staying at home, then switched back to being a long-term migrant, before finally becoming a 

short-term migrant as a cross-border trader who traveled to Thailand on a regular basis. Nang 

Saeng’s life over two decades emphasizes the continuing strength of cross-border networks. 

Furthermore, it explicitly affirms the inconsistent regulations of border control on the Thai side, 

resulting in constant permeability of the border.  

 
From return to circular migration  

 
By about 15 years after Nang Saeng’s first period of migration in the mid-1990s, the 

migrant networks forged through cross-border trade had been further reinforced by prior 
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networks developed from the previous decades, presumably from Nang Khin’s and Nang 

Saeng’s migration periods. These migratory trajectories clearly illustrate the life of circular 

migration of Cham Tong, who first crossed the border to work in Thailand at the age of 17. The 

past four years of 21-year-old Cham Tong’s life reveal her to be a highly mobile migrant. She is 

originally from Mawk Mai and left secondary school after witnessing many people in her village 

leaving for Thailand. She thought it would be an exciting challenge to work there, so she decided 

to travel to Thailand via the Nam Phueng checkpoint. From Mae Hong Son, she continued on 

to Chiang Mai, where she stayed for only a week with her aunt who had already been working 

there for several years. She was then offered a job in Bangkok as a domestic worker, taking care 

of children: 

 
It was not that easy. Within a month I changed workplaces three times. I could no longer 
stand the hardship, subsequently asking my mother to pick me up in Chiang Mai after I 
returned from Bangkok. I went back to Shan State and continued my schooling up to 
level 10, but failed the exam. I decided to go to Thailand the second time along the same 
route. This time I didn’t go to Bangkok; I worked at a coffee shop in Chiang Mai. Again, 
I worked there for only three months and quit because it was a hard job with a low 
salary—only 3,500 baht per month, though I had two days off each week. I eventually 
returned to help my mother as a mae ga [Shan: female trader], a job I am still doing now.19  

 
 
I consider the trajectories of these three female Shan migrants—Nang Khin, Nang 

Saeng, and Cham Tong— within a framework of migration processes spanning from the 1980s 

to the present. This is a 40-year period, extending from the transition from frontier regime to the 

border and mobility regimes. Their ability to shift forms of mobility has resulted in their choices 

to diversify migration patterns across different periods as part of a larger social transformation or 

social change, as suggested by scholars of migration studies (Vertovec, 1999; Castles, 2010; 

Portes, 2010). Additionally, these migrants’ creation of social space has led to changing and 

redrawn boundaries in which return and circular migration is able to take place conveniently 

(Faist, 2010; 2013a). What support their ability to shift their forms of mobility and subsequently 

encourage their diversified migration patterns? I answer that it was the development and 

strengthening of migrant networks established by individual Shan migrants from village 

fellowships, kinship ties, and ethnicity-based relationships. Moreover, their successful 

negotiations with border elites on both sides of the border based on payment of informal taxes, 

reciprocity, and commodity exchange has facilitated, prolonged, and extended the transnational 

migration networks across the borderland of Shan State and Thailand.  

                                                           
19 Interview with Cham Tong in Mae Hong Son on January 26, 2013. 
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Over time, Shan migrants have achieved the ability to shift their forms of mobility using 

their strengthened networks to support their required migration patterns. They may, for example, 

change from being short-term to long-term migrants and vice versa, or from being long-term to 

circular migrants. The partial life stories of the Shan migrants discussed here show that Shan 

migration has changed from primarily being a push form, or forced pattern, into a voluntary one 

of mobile individuals (Glick, Schiller, & Salazar, 2013) developed as part of a larger social 

transformation (Castles, 2010; Vertovec, 1999) or social change (Portes, 2010). As Janet Salaff 

(2013) suggests, in the push-pull model of migration, migrants attempt to integrate into their 

receiving destinations while cutting linkages with their home countries due to forced-migration 

motives such as poverty or political turmoil. Instead, the increasing visibility of Shan migration is 

the result of the particularity of the transformation of social space in the Myanmar-Thailand 

borderland in general, and the changes and developments that have taken place there as 

influenced by social actors at the immediate border zones rather than those representing the two 

central governments. As Roger Rouse (2002) argues, the lives of migrants cannot be separated 

from two spatial places, or two geographic sites, which are unified to become a hyper-spatial 

‘social field’ where articulation of the new pattern of migration is allowed to occur, alongside 

more opportunities and pathways for re-migration and circular migration. Shan migrants are able 

to make choices, empowering themselves within this borderscape (see Salaff, 2013), which 

illustrates the dynamic socio-economy and border regulation changes that have taken place in the 

area over the span of several decades. Their shifting forms of mobility across the international 

border resonates with what Faist (2010, p. 1674) argues: “[…] intensive and continuous cross-

border flows of persons, ideas and goods do not necessarily result in a de-bordered world. 

Instead, boundaries and borders are constantly redrawn.” Such phenomena are created by 

various symbolized forms of exchange and transaction, and different kinds of relationships, 

especially that of reciprocity in migration (Faist, 2013a). 

 
 
Conclusion  

 
This chapter has illustrated the diversifying forms of Shan mobility that subsequently 

support them to migrate successfully to Thailand, and to practice repeated routing and circular 

migration over time. Ethnographic data reveals how migrant flows intersect with political elites 

at different political boundaries. Nonetheless, Shan migrants are able to move across the border 

due to their utilization of strong cross-border networks among key social actors: intermediaries 

in the form of cross-border traders on the Shan State side transporting people from Shan State, 

and cross-border traders on the Thai side maneuvering the travel across the national border as 
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allowed by Thai state agencies. Despite facing state control, Shan migrants continue to move in 

both directions, and do so repetitively, thus strengthening the transnational linkages between 

those who work and live in Thailand, and those remaining in their hometowns in Shan State. 

These journeys represent physical connections, in addition to telecommunications and 

remittances sent within transnational communities (Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002; Faist, 2013a; 

Salaff, 2013).  

In the context of the situation surrounding the Nam Phueng checkpoint, I have 

presented the narratives of several Shan migrants to include their perspectives on cross-border 

mobility when making choices intended to better their livelihoods over the short and long terms. 

Some of the migrants have shifted their migration patterns from short-term (as cross-border 

traders) to longer-term (as labor migrants in Bangkok or other parts of Thailand). Some have 

achieved shifts in their forms of migration several times over an extended period, from being 

long-term migrants to returning home, then back to being long-term migrants. The case of the 

youngest female trader, Cham Tong, reveals her success in crossing the international border 

twice within a short period of time, before deciding to become a short-term migrant as a cross-

border trader. The mobility of the Shan from Shan State to Thailand, and back to Shan State for 

regular visits, reflects the transformation of social space within shifting and redrawn boundaries, 

both physically and abstractly. Transnational communities on both sides have become stronger, 

increasing opportunities for Shan migrants to migrate, re-migrate, and perform circular migration 

patterns within both short and long-term timescales.  



CONCLUSION 
 
 
 

In this dissertation I have focused on two related issues: border control and cross-border 

mobility. The characteristics of the Myanmar-Thailand borderland—inconsistency, arbitrariness 

and precariousness— that struck me when I first stepped into the border checkpoint have 

remained the central puzzle for me to resolve in this dissertation. This work therefore narrates 

what I have experienced and investigated in the Myanmar-Thailand borderland in order to 

answer three main research questions: 1) To what extent have states and non-state actors shaped 

the mobility of people and commodities in the past five decades?; 2) How do border 

communities respond to border control and state-imposed rules and regulations under the 

successive regimes of border control?; and 3) Are these dynamics specific to this section of the 

Myanmar-Thailand borderland or are they of wider significance?  

In this conclusion, I follow a similar pattern as that of the introduction. I will describe 

the contribution of this work and suggest discussions that could further our knowledge in four 

study areas: borderland studies, state transformation, cross-border flows, and mobility and 

migration studies. 

 
 
Borderland studies 
 
 The investigation of the Myanmar-Thailand borderland in this research exemplifies the 

new direction of borderland studies, which is moving away from taking nation-state borders as 

their focus. Nonetheless, there is a degree of consensus amongst scholars that borderlands and 

borders cannot be sufficiently studied by neglecting the existence and proliferation of nation-

states (van Schendel & de Maaker, 2014). Consequently, researchers in this field have devised 

concepts to understand dynamics of borderlands and borders elsewhere across time and space 

(Newman, 2003; Rumford, 2006; Konrad, 2015). The Myanmar-Thailand borderland is a case 

study applying this new approach.  

 I have argued throughout this research that this borderland reflects a high degree of 

complexity because here cross-border communities acknowledge informal political boundaries 

more than formal nation-state borders. Two-sided national spatiality segregated by national 

borders does not actually coincide with the imagined boundaries that people on the ground 

perceive and interact with. This contradicts the ideology of the ideal modern nation-state in 

which two nation-states should be recognized, and play an active role in managing border affairs. 

Due to the borderland’s multifaceted nature, individuals are able to strategize to suit the needs of 
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their personal situations (van Schendel & de Maaker, 2014). This diminishes the importance of 

nation-state borders. The “spatial turn” in the social sciences allows us to see not only nation-

state borders that are dominantly presented in maps (Rumford, 2006), but also other types of 

political and social boundaries. Nation-state borders are now increasingly contested, redrawn, 

and rescaled. 

 The Myanmar-Thailand borderland presents a paradox. On one hand, it is the meeting 

point of two internationally recognized states, but on the other, it is the stage on which the ever-

changing power relations of four distinct polities are played out. Consequently, this endows the 

borderland with dynamism, and both state and non-state actors mutually and competitively 

shape this dynamic border zone. In this dissertation, I have demonstrated that political 

territorialization by four polities—the Burma Army, the Thai state, the Maha Ja family and the 

Shan State Army-South—has corroborated the creation of ‘strategic space’ (Menzies, 1992) that 

challenges state-centered readings of borderlands. 

 To answer the first question—to what extent state and non-state actors shape cross-

border mobility—it is clear that state attempts to intensify border control and to manage flows 

of people and goods are ineffectual. The impact of cross-border networks based on a multitude 

of relationships created within and across political boundaries is felt beyond nation-state 

territorialization. More specifically, I have studied the Myanmar-Thailand borderland through the 

lens of ‘regimes of border control.’ The three successive regimes —frontier, border, and 

mobility— have shaped and influenced cross-border affairs over the past five decades. I hope 

this conceptual lens provides a new perspective for borderland scholars to avoid methodological 

nationalism (Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002; Glick Schiller & Salazar, 2013).     

 
 
State transformation  
 

 
“The state is always in the making.” 
 
I quote Lund (2016, pp. 1199–1200) in order to portray states at the border as fluid, 

transforming, inconsistent, and arbitrary. States are situational and contextual. However, as Lund 

(2016) argues, state transformation from one form to another over time  does not render that 

state as weak or fragile. As I argue throughout this dissertation, in the Myanmar-Thailand 

borderland non-state actors also exercise public authority similar to a state, and therefore states 

and state-like actors are not necessarily antithetical. Past researchers have attempted to define the 

autonomous polities along Myanmar’s borders as “state within state”, “mini state,” or “statelet” 

(Kyu, 2016; Than, 2016). In this dissertation, I have shown by taking the perspective of 
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borderland communities, the differences between officially recognized states and other polities 

dissolve. 

I have also illustrated that territory making at the border is dialectical: the more the state 

aims to consolidate its power through territorialization, the more it is challenged—both by state-

like actors and by cross-border communities. Throughout this dissertation, a further aspect 

concerns the analysis of state officials’ performance at a local level. I look at the state from this 

angle to challenge the perspective in which the state is seen as a ‘structure’ rather than as a 

process in flux. Thai state officials are perceived by the community as enforcing laws and 

regulations in accordance with changing circumstances.  

 
 
Cross-border flows 
 

This dissertation aims to expand the spatial scale of studies on how Shan traders and 

migrants cross both political boundaries and nation-state borders, including their overlap along 

the journey. This facet is explored in order to respond to the second question, on how border 

communities adjust and react to rules and state-border controls under different regimes. I have 

argued that they adopt different strategies to outwit states and non-state powers, while engaging 

in smuggling activities, manipulating regulations, and creating their own rules, as well as by 

diversifying the meanings of commodities in the process of trading and moving goods across 

national borders.   

This dissertation aims to contribute to an essential broadening of the scope of cross-

border connectivity. To this end, I diverge from scholars who have studied the mobility of 

people and commodities separately. I look at them in continual interaction. In commodity 

studies, scholars realize that goods are closely related to human activities and that they create a 

‘social life’ in relation to individuals. Commodities become “actors” that have social and cultural 

lives of their own (Appadurai, 1986). However, few scholars actually highlight the complex 

interaction between people and commodities, in which meanings of both flows converge and 

interact in border-crossing movements. In this dissertation, I have highlighted the ways in which 

Shan mobility is closely associated with particular commodities. I argue that people and objects 

can either be mutually supportive or be a source of reciprocal hindrance while crossing political 

boundaries and nation-state borders. Diversifying the meanings of commodities is one of 

negotiating strategies of cross-border communities when confronted by state regulations with 

objectives to harden and enforce border control measures.  
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Mobility and migration studies 
  

Border communities are not always submissive to border control. They proactively and 

reactively respond to structural forces with different strategies. The narratives of Shan cross-

border traders and labor migrants reflect their practices of fluid mobility strengthened by their 

cross-border networks, resulting in successful migration to Thailand and with the ability to shift 

patterns of migration to improve their livelihoods. However, as van Hear (2010, p. 1533) argues, 

migration scholars continue to pay little attention to uncovering mechanisms that enable many to 

migrate but prevent others from doing the same within the wider scope of “social 

transformation” (Vertovec, 1999; Castles, 2010) or “social change” (Portes, 2010). This 

dissertation is an attempt to fill that gap by unraveling the mechanisms that support and sustain 

the Shan cross-border mobility and migration to Thailand within a period of five decades to 

reflect how social space has transformed with the rescaling and redrawing of boundaries. In this 

research, I have traced the life stories of several Shan migrants who have crossed the border and 

migrated to Thailand during different time periods. The findings corroborate that, 

notwithstanding the intensification of border control, the mobility of people and goods continue 

unabated. 

Moreover, this dissertation provides insights into the complexity of migration processes 

in which single mobile individuals can be involved. Influenced by mobility scholars (Sheller & 

Urry, 2006; Cresswell, 2010; Faist, 2010; 2013b; Glick Schiller & Salazar, 2013), I have examined 

Shan mobility and migration beyond the lens of transnationalism that has dominated migration 

scholarship for decades. Their works present key themes such as migrants developing a sense of 

belonging in host societies, the relationship between diaspora and homeland, and identity 

construction to cope with new settings (Fortier, 2000; Mankekar, 2005; Ferguson, 2008; 

Jirattikorn, 2008; Möhring, 2008; Panyagaew, 2008). Instead, I argue that mobility and migration 

are intertwined in a dynamic and endless process responding to state formation and consequently 

rescaled spatiality in the borderland. Shan migrants in this research tend to continue to be on the 

move, over long periods of time, and thus they contribute significantly to social transformation 

in Shan State as well as in Thailand.  

In summary, I have answered the three main research questions posed at the outset. 

First, I argue that both state and non-state actors in the Myanmar-Thailand borderland have 

shaped cross-border mobility under three different regimes of border control. It is important to 

realize that non-state actors form a complicated amalgam consisting of local rulers of borderland 

polities (such as the Maha Ja family and the SSA-S), merchants, households, labor migrants, truck 

drivers, porters, and many more. Different rules and regulations have been enforced to exact 
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benefits, either on condition of freedom of movement or their contestation with other powers. 

Still, the border remains highly permeable and the mobility of people and commodities continues 

vigorously. Second, border communities and individuals have been able to respond creatively to 

new rules and regulations, manipulating them with considerable ease to support their mobility 

and that of the commodities they carry with them.  

Third, I argue that the Myanmar-Thailand borderland is a peculiar case representing the 

complexity resulting from a very specific history of state formation. The borderland 

accommodates multiple social actors in addition to state actors: state-like entities, powerful 

border elites, and active armed ethnic groups, as well as border communities. They are all 

involved in actively contesting control of the border. For this reason, my dissertation underlines 

the need for borderland studies to be wary of methodological nationalism and the tendency to 

conceptualize borderlands as simply being dominated by two nation-states. The Myanmar-

Thailand borderland may be a rather extreme case of multiple political authorities coexisting and 

of border communities living with four polities over a long period of time. However, the wider 

significance of this case is that it should sensitize future researchers to be open to the possibility 

of such multiple political authorities operating in borderlands that, at first sight, may seem less 

complex.
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GLOSSARY 
 
 
 
Burmese  
 
hka yae (ခရိုင)္    district 

kyay ywar oke su (ေက်းရြာအုပ္စု)  village-track (an administrative unit above village) 

myao ne (မြို့နယ်)    township 

oke ka hta (ဥကၠဌ)   head of a village-track 

phytusit (ျပညသ္ူ႔စစ္)   village’s protection personnel 

sawbwa (စော်ဘွား)   lord of sky, Shan prince 

Tatmadaw (တပ်မတော်)   Burma Army  

thanaka (သနပ်ခါး) a kind of tree, its root is extracted to make powder or puff  

powder  

Thanlwin (သာန်လာန်)   Salween River 

toak khan za (ေထာက္ခံစာ) A document guaranteed by senior authorities or respected 

figures to verify something or to grant permission 

 
 
Shan/Tai (Dai)  
 
kat (ၵၢထ်ႇ)    market 

gon ka long (ၵုၼ်ႈၵၢးလူင)်   large-scale trader 

mae ka (ႄမႈၵၢႈ)    female trader 

Nam Kong (ၼမ့်ၶူင်ႈ)   Salween River 

Nam Teng (ၼမ့်တဵင်း)   Teng River, tributary of the Salween River 

nang (ၼႃင်း)    Mrs.  

nong (ၼ့င်ႈ)    younger (sister, brother) 

pa (ပႃႈ)     auntie 

pae (ႄပႇ) Shan local measurement, especially for agricultural 

produce. One pae is equivalent to four liters. 

pae-lo (ႄပႇေလႃႇ)    type of beans 
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Poy Sang Long (ပ့ၺ်းသၢင်ႇလ့င်ႈ)  Shan novice ordination ceremony 

sai (တၢႈ)    Mr. 

saopha (ၸဝ်‚ၽႃႈ)    lord of sky, Shan prince 

to nao (ထူဝ်ႇၼၢဝႇ)   fermented soya beans  

to nao oot (ထူဝ်ႇၼၢဝႇဢုထႇ)  fermented, dried bean seasoning with spices  

tou pu haeng (ထူဝ်ႇၼၢဝႇႁႅင်ႈ)  dried soya bean  

to nao yan (ထူဝ်ႇၼၢဝႇယၢၼ်ႈ)  fermented soaked bean with spices 

wan (ဝၢၼႇ)    village 

wan kat (ဝၢၼး ၵၢထ်ႇ)  market day, when producers sell their produce or product  

in the town market  

wan wai kat (ဝၢၼး ဝၢၺ်းၵၢထ်ႇ) no-market day--the day after the market day, so producers 

do not make anything to sell  

wan kat kaeng (ဝၢၼး ၵၢထ်ႇၵႅငး်)  the next after wan wai kat  

wan kat tat (ဝၢၼး ၵၢထ်ႇတၢတ်ႈ)  the day after the wan kat kaeng   

wan kat toom (ဝၢၼး ၵၢထ်ႇတူမ်း)  the day before the market day  

 
 
Thai  
 
Chut phonpron phuea kankha chaidaen  

(จดุผอ่นปรนเพ่ือการค้าชายแดน)   Border pass for trading  

hap (หาบ)   a carrier with two ends linked with a bamboo yoke 

khon Bhama (คนพมา่)   Burmese person 

khon tang dao (คนตา่งด้าว)  alien people   

mama (มามา่)   generic term for instant noodles 

nangsue phonpan (หนงัสอืผอ่นผนั)  (for this specific border affairs)document requested to get  

permission to cross the national border  

oo so (อ.ส.) [อาสาสมคัรรักษาดินแดน] an abbreviation of a territory-protection voluntary officer  

pi  (พ่ี)  elder brother and sister, and culturally prefixed with the  

person’s name to show respect.  
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pa (ป้า)     auntie  

rang-ngan tangdao (แรงงานตา่งด้าว) alien workers 

sue kiew (ซือ้คิว)    literally meaning “buying a queue” 

Song Kran (สงกรานต์)   Thai traditional new year happening in mid-April  

soon sangkan chaidaen    border command center 

(ศนูย์สัง่การชายแดน)    

thahan Bha-ma (ทหารพมา่)  Burmese solider  

talat (ตลาด)    market 

talat phra (ตลาดพระ)   Buddha image market  

tambon  (ตําบล)    sub-district  

tamrot traven chaidaen [to cho do]  border patrolling police officers 

ตํารวจตระเวณชายแดน (ต.ช.ด.) 

tangluang (ทางหลวง)   highway 

tangluang chonabot (ทางหลวงชนบท) minor road, sub road [literally meaning: rural highway]  

wat (วดั)     Buddhist temple  



Guide to Shan, Burmese and Thai Place Names 
 
 
 
City (C) 
District (D) 
River/ Tributary (R) 
Settlement (S)  
Township (T) 
Village (V) 
 
 

SHAN    BURMESE    THAI 

 
Homöng [C]   Homein   Huamuang 
ႁူဝ်မူိူင်း    ဟံုမံန္း     หวัเมือง   
 
Hsenwi [T]   Hseni    Saenwi 
သႅၼဝီ    သိႏီၷ      แสนหวี 
 
Jalong [V]   Jalong        - 
ၸလ့င်း    စေလာင္း   
 
Kong Mung Möng [S]     -      Kong Mung Muang 
ၵ့င်းမုင်ႈမူိူင်း       กองมุง่เมอืง  
 
Lai Hka [T]   Lecha    Lai Hka 
လ’ၢးၶၢး    လခဲ်ား    ลายคา่ 
 
Langkhur [D,T]  Lingke    Langkhur 
လၢင်ၶိူး     လင္းေခး    ลางเคอ 
 
Loi Tai Laeng [S]     -    Doi Tai Laeng 
လႆ့တႆးလႅင်း            ดอยไตแลง 
 
Loikaw [T]   Loikaw    Doikaw 
လႆ့ေၵႃႇ     လ့ိဳင္ေကာ္   ดอยก่อ 
 
Mae Chae [R]   Mae Zae      - 
ႄမႈႄတး    မယ္ဆဲ႔ 
 
Mae Oo Long  [V]  Mae Oo Long   Mae Oo Luang 
ႄမႈေဢႃးလူင်   ေမ႔ေဒဘလ ုံ   แมอ่อหลวง 
 
 
Mawk Mai [T]   Mau-me   Mawk Mai 
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မ့ၵ်‚မ’‚    ေမာတ္မယ္    หมอกใหม ่
 
Möng Hsu [T]   Mai-hsu   Muang hsu 
မူိင်းသူႇ    မိူင်းရႈး    เมืองสู้ 
 
Möng Maü [C]   Mai-me    Muang Mai 
မူိင်းမႂ်ႇ    မူိင္းမိုန္း    เมืองใหม ่
 
Möng Nai [T]   Mo-ne    Muang Nai 
မူိင်းၼ’ၢး     မံုးႏ ဲ    เมืองนาย 

 
Möng Pan [T]   Möng Pan   Muang Pan 
မူိင်းပၼ်ႇ    မူိင္းပန္    เมืองป่ัน 

 
Nakong [V]   Nakong   Nakong 
ၼႃးၵ ူင်ႈ    နားကုန္း    นากง 
 
Nam Sang [C]   Nan-chan   Nam Chang    
ၼမ့်ၸႃင်    နမံ့စန္    นํา้จ๋าง 
 
Nam Teng [R]   Teng Chao       - 
ၼမ့်တဵငး်    တိင္းေခၽာင္း 
 
Panglong [T]   Pinlong   Pangluang 
ပၢင်လူင်     ပင်လံု    ปางหลวง 
 
Ta-sop-teng  [R, Pier]  Ta-sop-teng        - 
တႃးသူပ်ႈတဵင်း   တာဆြတ္တိင္း        
 
Tuantti [T]   Taunggyi    Taunggyi 
တၼုႈတီး    ေတာင္ၾကီးႁမုံ႔      ตองจี 
 
Wan Haat [V]   Wat Hut       -    
ထၢၼ်ႈႁၢတ္ႇ   ဝမ္ယတ္  

http://www.shan.panglong.org/comments/64-comments/2820-2012-10-25-06-40-23.html
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SUMMARY 

 
 
 

Living with Four Polities: States and Cross-border Flows in the Myanmar-Thailand Borderland aims 

to disentangle the multifaceted borderscape of one of Asia’s most dynamic borderlands. Based 

on 12 months of ethnographic fieldwork on the border between Myanmar’s southern Shan State 

and northwest Thailand, this dissertation illuminates the intersection of cross-border mobility 

and border control within the highly complex interactions of various state and state-like actors. 

This specific area of the Myanmar-Thailand borderland accommodates a variety of political elites 

whose influence extends beyond the borders of the two nation-states. With varying levels of 

efficiency and success, the elites attempt to exercise their power to maintain sovereignty and 

control the population living in their territories, while also seeking to claim shares of the benefits 

of resource extraction. 

The four main polities operating in this borderland include the Thai state, the Myanmar 

state, a powerful border elite referred to as the ‘Maha Ja family,’ and an armed ethnic insurgent 

group, the Shan State Army-South (SSA-S). For the past several decades, these elites have 

contested to claim spatial control. Meanwhile, the influence of state-like polities have reduced the 

authority of the nation-states, despite the proliferation of state regulations for the management 

of border affairs and an increase in international state-based cooperation throughout the world. 

This work’s primary contribution to the field of borderland studies is its detailed description of 

how the political boundaries of non-state actors can come to be more significant to the daily 

lives of cross-border communities than those of nation-states.  

This work presents the evolution of border control measures through the framework of 

three successive regimes operating in the Myanmar-Thailand borderlands—namely, frontier, 

border, and mobility. The conceptual lens of the ‘regime’ allows for an emphasis on the different 

characteristics of border control protocols that have developed on both sides of the border. The 

three regimes are understood as implemented forms of ideologies of regulations, procedures, 

agreements with border communities, and informal strategies initiated by social actors on the 

ground. State and state-like actors create and strengthen their political boundaries through 

creation of ‘strategic spaces’ and attempts to outwit one another, while seeking to control cross-

border mobility through the promulgation and enforcement of arbitrary rules. However, people 

on the ground do not consistently acquiesce to such regulations. Rather, they seek ways to 

negotiate and outwit the structural powers in order to utilize cross-border mobility to gainfully 

navigate various political boundaries and nation-state borders over time.  
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State formation and transformation in this borderland during the past five decades are 

extensively discussed. This work views the state as a dynamic institution that is often inconsistent 

and arbitrary. At the same time, state-like polities—the Maha Ja family and the SSA-S, in this 

case—manage to exercise their authority to control cross-border mobility, similar to states. The 

four polities, therefore, occasionally stand in opposition to one another, but also hold similar 

political stances and share in the economic benefits of the borderlands when opportunities allow. 

The resulting structural forces subsequently encourage cross-border communities to negotiate 

with the polities using diverse means, such as gifting, commodity exchange, and bribery, as well 

as direct manipulation of state regulations.  

State performance is another facet examined in this research in order to understand how 

state regulations are written, and how state officials at the ground level implement laws and 

regulations as part of the regular performance of their duties. Through the study of documents, 

provincial orders, and guidelines disseminated by Thai state officials attempting to manage the 

border, this dissertation asserts that officials strive to adopt the ideology of the modern nation-

state as they carry out their duties as ‘mundane state activities.’ With regard to documentation, 

classification of border-crossers, collection of data on people traveling, and commodities traded 

across the border, the officials’ actions and duties emphasize border control under the ‘border 

regime,’ which is based on the ideology of the modern nation-state. Furthermore, the procedures 

of border control—including fingerprinting and photographing border crossers and screening of 

personal belongings—are meant to constitute ‘surveillance by regulations.’ The bodies of border-

crossers, their personal belongings, and their commodities are scrutinized, reflecting an aspect of 

the ‘mobility regime,’ under which people’s ethnicity, identity, and habits of consumption are 

seen to impact border security and integrity.  

The interaction of state performance and the cross-border mobility of migrants, 

including traders with commodities, has led the latter to develop adaptive strategies to move 

people and commodities across political boundaries and the borders of nation-states. Beyond 

gifting, commodity exchanges, and bribery as common practices, the diversification of meanings 

of commodities in small-scale trade during encounters with state regulations is also common. 

Cross-border traders and labor migrants give new meanings to, or shift existing social and 

cultural meanings of, particular commodities in order to allow for their continued mobility. This 

dissertation’s investigation of cross-border flows renders a new way to investigate this social 

phenomena by considering commodities as creators of ‘social lives.’ This research argues that 

upon crossing the border and encountering state regulations, people and commodities have the 

potential to either support or obstruct one another as a consequence of their attached meanings.  
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Another aim of this dissertation is to provide a new aspect to the study of contemporary 

human migration. Shan migrants from Myanmar’s Shan State are the predominant ethnic 

population to be researched in this work. Over the past five decades, they have shifted their 

principal form of cross-border mobility from that of small-scale traders to labor migrants living 

and working throughout the whole of Thailand. This work attempts to fill a void in migration 

studies by employing the framework of a ‘transnational network.’ Inspired by ‘mobility turns,’ 

this dissertation further tackles the question of how Shan migrants have managed to diversify 

their forms of mobility to suit their desired patterns of migration. It argues that Shan migrants 

have continually succeeded in crossing political boundaries and nation-state borders amidst the 

attempts of the four polities to restrict cross-border mobility. One way they have achieved this 

outcome is by depending on cross-border traders as intermediaries in coordinating and 

facilitating their migratory trajectories. This practice has created a common migration pattern 

that reflects ‘social change’ or ‘social transformation,’ developed from redrawn and rescaled 

boundaries under three successive regimes of border control—frontier, border, and mobility.  

In conclusion, this dissertation reveals the Myanmar-Thailand borderland to be a 

distinctive case representing the complexity resulting from a specific history of state 

transformation. The meeting of state border control and cross-border communities does not 

result in an absolute restriction to the flows of people or commodity across the border. Rather, 

the dialectics of border security and the permeability of the border are highlighted. This research 

reveals that the attempts of state and non-state actors to stringently demarcate the border results 

in an increase in the rescaling of the border by border communities in order to maintain their 

mobility and the porosity of the border. 
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SAMENVATTING 

 
 
 

In Living with Four Polities: States and Cross-Border Flows in the Myanmar-Thailand Borderland 

staat het veelzijdige grenslandschap van één van de meest dynamische grensgebieden in Azië 

centraal. Gebaseerd op twaalf maanden etnografisch veldwerk in het grensgebied tussen het 

zuiden van Shan State in Myanmar’s en noordwest Thailand, wordt in deze dissertatie het 

raakvlak verhelderd tussen grensoverschrijdende mobiliteit en grenscontrole, en de zeer 

complexe interacties van overheidsfunctionarissen en functionarissen die niet tot de overheid 

behoren, maar in macht daaraan gelijk staan. Dit specifieke grensgebied tussen Myanmar en 

Thailand herbergt namelijk diverse politieke elites, wier invloed voorbij de grenzen van de twee 

natiestaten reikt. Met wisselend effect en succes proberen deze elites macht uit te oefenen om 

zodoende hun soevereiniteit te bewaren, de bevolking in hun gebied te beheersen, en een deel 

van de opbrengsten van handel en grondstoffen op te eisen. 

De vier belangrijkste politieke eenheden in dit grensgebied zijn de natiestaten Thailand en 

Myanmar, een machtige grenselite die ik aanduid als de ‘Maha Ja familie’, en gewapende etnische 

opstandelingen, de Shan State Army-South (SSA-S). In de afgelopen decennia hebben deze elites 

strijd gevoerd om de controle over dit gebied. De invloed van de op staten lijkende eenheden 

heeft het belang en de invloed van de natiestaten doen afnemen, ondanks de toename van 

overheidsregels op gebied van het beheer van grenszaken en een toename in internationale 

samenwerking tussen staten. De belangrijkste bijdrage van deze dissertatie aan de studie van 

grenzen is een gedetailleerde beschrijving van hoe niet-statelijke actoren invloedrijker zijn 

geworden in het dagelijkse leven van grensgebied-gemeenschappen dan actoren die handelen in 

opdracht van de staten. 

In deze studie wordt gekeken naar de evolutie van grenscontrole-maatregelen binnen het 

kader van drie opeenvolgende regimes in het grensgebied tussen Thailand en Myanmar: frontier-

regime, grens-regime en mobiliteits-regime. Een focus op ‘regimes’ maakt het mogelijk om de 

ontwikkeling van verschillende grensprotocollen te benadrukken. De drie regimes zijn de 

uitdrukking van ideologieën van regulering, procedures en afspraken met grensgemeenschappen, 

en informele strategieën die sociale actoren zelf initiëren. Overheidsactoren en actoren die qua 

macht op de overheid lijken, creëren en versterken hun politieke grenzen door middel van 

strategic space en proberen elkaar de loef af te steken, terwijl de uitbreiding en handhaving van 

hun willekeurige regels bedoeld zijn om de grensoverschrijdende mobiliteit te beheersen. De 

mensen die hierdoor worden getroffen houden zich echter niet consequent aan deze regels. Zij 
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zoeken naar wegen om te onderhandelen met de structurele machten en hen te slim af te zijn, 

om zo grensoverschrijdend en voor henzelf gunstig te navigeren tussen de verschillende politieke 

grenzen en de grenzen van de natiestaat. 

Deze studie geeft een gedetailleerde beschrijving van staatsvorming en veranderingen in 

dit grensgebied. De staat wordt hier als een dynamische organisatie beschouwd, die vaak 

tegenstrijdig en willekeurig opereert. Tegelijkertijd zijn ‘staat-achtige’ actoren, zoals de Maha Ja 

familie en de SSA S, hier machtig genoeg om, net als staten, controle uit te oefenen op 

grensoverschrijdende mobiliteit. De vier politieke eenheden staan daarom soms tegenover elkaar, 

maar hebben ook vergelijkbare politieke standpunten en delen, als de gelegenheid zich voordoet, 

ook in de economische opbrengsten van het grensgebied. De hieruit voortvloeiende structurele 

krachten stimuleren vervolgens de grensoverschrijdende gemeenschappen om met de politieke 

eenheden te onderhandelen door middel van cadeaus, ruil, omkoping en directe manipulatie van 

overheidsregels.  

 Een ander aspect dat aan de orde komt in deze studie is het functioneren van de staat, 

om zo te begrijpen hoe overheidsregulering tot stand komt en hoe overheidsfunctionarissen in 

de praktijk wetten en regels toepassen, als onderdeel van hun reguliere taken. Door bestudering 

van documenten, provinciale uitvaardigingen, en richtlijnen van Thaise overheidsfunctionarissen 

in een poging om de grens te controleren, toont deze dissertatie aan dat overheidsfunctionarissen 

er naar streven de ideologie van de moderne natiestaat te adopteren, terwijl ze hun taken 

uitvoeren als mundane state activities. Documentatie, classificatie van grensoverschrijders, en 

gegevens over mensen en goederen die de grens passeren laten zien hoe  

overheidsfunctionarissen, onder het grens-regime, nadruk leggen op grenscontrole, op basis van 

de ideologie van de moderne natiestaat. Bovendien zijn procedures in het kader van 

grenscontroles, inclusief het nemen van vingerafdrukken, het fotograferen van grensoverstekers 

en het controleren van persoonlijke bezittingen, bedoeld als surveillance by regulations. De 

lichamen, persoonlijke bezittingen en goederen van grensoverstekers worden onderzocht; en dit 

laat een aspect van het ‘mobiliteit-regime’ zien, waarbinnen etniciteit, identiteit en 

consumptiegewoonten van mensen worden gezien als zaken die van belang zijn bij 

grensbeveiliging en -integriteit.  

Staatsoptreden en grensoverschrijdende mobiliteit/-handel van migranten heeft er toe 

geleid dat de laatsten strategieën hebben ontwikkeld om mensen en goederen zowel over niet-

officiële politieke grenzen als over de grenzen van de natiestaat te brengen. Afgezien van 

cadeaus, ruil en omkoping als veelvoorkomende praktijken, is diversifiëring van de betekenis van 

goederen in kleinschalige handel met betrekking tot overheidsregulering een veelvoorkomend 
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fenomeen. Grensoverstekende handelaren en arbeidsmigranten geven nieuwe betekenis aan, of 

verschuiven de bestaande sociale en culturele betekenissen van, bepaalde goederen om zo hun 

mobiliteit te garanderen. Het onderzoek van grensoverstekende bewegingen, dat ten grondslag 

ligt aan deze dissertatie, zorgt voor nieuwe manieren om deze sociale fenomenen te bestuderen 

door goederen te zien als makers van social lives. Dit onderzoek betoogt dat bij het oversteken 

van de grens en het contact met de daarbij behorende overheidsregels, mensen en goederen 

elkaar kunnen ondersteunen of dwarsbomen, afhankelijk van de betekenissen die er aan ze 

gegeven worden. 

 Een ander doel van deze dissertatie is om een nieuw aspect te duiden binnen de studie 

van hedendaagse menselijke migratie. Shan migranten uit Shan State in Myanmar zijn de 

voornaamste etnische groep die hier is onderzocht. Gedurende de afgelopen vijftig jaar is hun 

primaire grensoverschrijding verschoven van kleine handel naar arbeidsmigratie naar heel 

Thailand. Deze studie probeert een empirisch gat in migratiestudies te dichten door gebruik te 

maken van een raamwerk dat verder gaat dan het begrip ‘transnationaal netwerk’. Geïnspireerd 

door de mobility turn, wordt in deze dissertatie de vraag gesteld hoe de Shan-migranten er in zijn 

geslaagd om hun vormen van mobiliteit te diversifiëren en aan te passen aan hun gewenste 

migratiepatronen. Shan migranten slagen er continu in om niet-officiële politieke grenzen en de 

formele grenzen van natiestaten over te gaan, hoewel de vier politieke eenheden proberen 

grensoverschrijdende mobiliteit te beperken. De migranten bereiken dit door te vertrouwen op 

grensoverstekende handelaren, die als intermediair fungeren bij het coördineren en faciliteren 

van hun migratietrajecten. Dit zorgt ervoor dat er gemeenschappelijke migratiepatronen 

ontstaan, die sociale verandering, of ‘sociale transformatie’ teweegbrengen via het opnieuw 

trekken of herdefiniëren van grenzen, onder de drie opeenvolgende regimes van grenscontroles 

(frontier-regime, grens-regime en mobiliteits-regime).  

Tenslotte laat deze dissertatie zien dat de grensstreek van Myanmar en Thailand 

bijzonder is vanwege opvallende complexiteit als uitkomst van een specifieke geschiedenis van 

staatstransformatie. Het snijpunt van grenscontrole en grensoverstekende gemeenschappen heeft 

nooit geleid tot het stoppen van de stroom mensen en goederen. De nadruk valt juist op de 

dialectiek van grensbeveiliging en de poreusheid van de grens. Dit onderzoek toont aan hoe 

inspanningen van staats- en ‘staatsachtige’ actoren om een strikte landsgrens af te bakenen 

resulteren in toenemende manipulatie van grenzen door grensgemeenschappen, die zo hun eigen 

mobiliteit en de poreusheid van de grens veilig stellen.  



Living with Four Polities 

214 

 

 

 

 




	title page
	Acknowledgements
	TABLE of CONTENT
	Notes on transliterataion & key events
	Busarin's entire draft 1.
	Chapter 3
	Creating strategic spaces
	Arbitrary rules
	Figure 3.1: Rules posted in Homöng in both Burmese (left) and Shan (right) languages attempt to manage vehicles, passengers, and their belongings.
	Conclusion

	Busarin's entire draft 2
	Chapter 5
	Diversifying Meanings of Commodities and State Performance
	Commodity flows from Shan State to Thailand
	Figure 5.3: The transfer of goods by porters from trucks on the Thai side to the Shan State side of the border.
	Officer: Ok. Give me one bundle, plus another one, ‘for breeding.’
	Commodity or gift? Bribery or social norm?
	Sanctions on Thai merchandise by the Burmese state
	Journeying through the political boundaries
	Figure 6.1: The ferry crossing the Salween River, carrying both passengers and goods in the direction of the Thai border (Photo by Mao Langkhur).
	Chapter 7
	Dynamic Mobility: Shifting between Trader and Labor Migrant
	Figure 7.1: Mho Saeng waiting at the border checkpoint before traveling back home.
	Traders as intermediaries facilitating cross-border mobility
	Interaction of intermediaries and officers of the Thai state
	As Willem van Schendel and Erik de Maaker (2014) point out, although one of the main functions of a border is to interrupt flows of people, the degree of success that each border achieves with this endeavor is anything but uniform. The successful oper...
	Repeated routes and routinized patterns
	Shifting forms of mobility strengthening circular migration
	From long-distance trader, to labor migrant, to cross-border trader
	Conclusion
	CONCLUSION

	Reference-entire
	Glossaries and transliteration reduced
	SUMMARY eng
	SAMENVATTING
	Busarin's entire draft 1..pdf
	Chapter 3
	Creating strategic spaces
	Arbitrary rules
	Figure 3.1: Rules posted in Homöng in both Burmese (left) and Shan (right) languages attempt to manage vehicles, passengers, and their belongings.
	Conclusion




