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ABSTRACT

This thesis 1s an ethnographic study of a Hmong community in the
mountainous area of Chiang Rai within the context of hegemonic power relations
between the Thai State as the dominant group and the Hmong as a subordinate group.
It focuses on relations within the opium discourse in the mainstream society that
stigmatize the Hmong as opium producers, dealers, and consumers - branding them as
undesirable people with lower morality.

The concept of containment strategies is used to analyze the containment
process of Hmong identities, and the concept of altered resistance is used to explain
the Hmong as actors who response to this containment.

This study indicates that Hmong identity containment has been the result of
the construction of negative representations and discursive practices in the context of
Thai state hegemonies. The Thai state has constructed the “"otherness” of Hmong in
terms of three representations in different historical context. The first representation is

Hmong and opium as narcotic growers in the context of illegal drug. The second



representation, in the political conflict between communist and liberalist, is the image of
Hmong as a threat to nation security. And the third has two sides in the context of forest
reservation and tourism industry. The one side is Hmong who damage the forest and
another side is the image of Hmong as a cultural product to promote for tourism.

This containment of Hmong identities makes people in the mainstream
society accept the negative representations either consciously or unconsciously. When
the people in the mainstream society who accept the politically motivated myths and
misrepresentations, then the negative representations as the otherness of Hmong are
gradually transformed to political representations and become fixed in mainstream
society's consciousness. By these representations, the state can legitimize its power
and expansion to control over Hmong' s lives.

Within the context of increasing globalization, however, the world 1s changing
from a national orientation to an international orientation in economic and pohtic spheres.
The issues of communities right, human right, political ecology and ethnicity take on new
dimensions with respect to the struggles, protests, and resistances of marginal peoples.
The present study contends that this re-orientation destabilizes the Thai State and opens
up more social space for the Hmong to respond to the state's discursive practices. The
reactions by the Hmong to this process can be divided into two types:

First is resistance to Thai state and discursive practices at two levels:

community and individual. Community resistance can be classified according to three
main groups: (1) the practices of the Hmong healer in terms of traditional medicine: (2)
the re-explanation or rationalization of "opium" by the Hmong practitioners; and (3) the
activities of the Hmong through their hidden transcript, secretly producing and
maintaining the use of opium for medicinal purpose the way it used to be in former

times. Individual resistance can be manifested through overt sarcastic practices by poor

Hmong woman as individuals with her way of surviving and denying control by the

nation state at the same time.




Second is assimilation to the Thai nation state and discursive practices to
local adaptation. In terms of drug representation, many Hmong, by community level,
react by creating political images of the Hmong as a "drug-free community”, by
rearranging social systems and adapting to various state development projects.
Younger generations of Hmong, by group level, increasing define themselves as highly
educated and adopt the worldview of the mainstream Thai society.

The study also discusses the diversity, dynamism and complexity of Hmong's
social experiences and responses to hegemonic practices. It contend that the
boundaries of ethnic identities cannot be defined by any particular group, be the Hmong
elders, the younger Hmong or the Thai State and dominant group. Ethnic identities can,
however, be constructed and reconstructed in responses to changing factors and
situations so that they are tlexible, transformative and open for negotiations. Moreover,

ethnic identities are as diverse, dynamic and complex, as class, generation and the

soclal experiences of human agency.



