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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on the mobility of Lahu women in northern Thailand in
order to examine the process of social network setting and the reasons of their
choice.In northern Thailand, many highland development projects have been launched
by Thai Government and international organizations for more than 50 years. Highland
ethnic groups have been deeply influenced by such projects as well as globalization.
Relying on cash economy in highlands is one of the results and many highland ethnic
groups began to practice mobility in search for cash income.Through understanding
the life of female Lahu vendors who move between villages and urban Chiang Mai, I
tried to grasp the current situation of a highland ethnic group and their tactics for

place making.

Among female Lahu vendors, there are temporary vendors who periodically
come from highland villages in Chiang Rai Province to local markets in Chiang Mai
city and permanent vendors who come from villages in sub-urban Chiang Mai to
localmarkets almost every day. Through participant observation and multi-cited
ethnography, I found their economized life at marketplace and different levels of
power relationsthat they face with others. Social networks are fully utilized by female
Lahu vendors for the succession of vending. In order to maximize the profit and
opportunity for place making, each connection is carefully chosen by themand various
networks are constituted with people depending ondifferent situations of power
relations. The notion of aw vi aw nyi(literally elder kin and younger kin), which

roughly implies mutual help among people, is based on the social network



vi

setting of female Lahu vendors. The demarcation of the notion of aw vi aw nyiis not
clear and fixed;it allows a vendor to expand the demarcation with her individual
measurement for place making. Therefore it becomes a tactic of negotiation for

female Lahu vendors.

Vending is one of limited choices for Lahu women especially in vulnerable
situation to earn cash income for the household. Although there are some villagers
including unmarried women who regard vending as a kind of shame and there are
some vendors who quitted because of some hardship in vending, many Lahu vendors
have succeeded in cash income earning through vending and some found social values
in the occupation other than cash income. Cash income is not only the way for female
Lahu vendorsto survive the difficulty which cannot get profit from agriculture but also
a tool to follow the current value system of the Lahu society. Sending children to
school, constructing or reforming the house, and spending for feasts at important
events have indicated that Lahu vendors interpret the cash income into the tool to
follow the Lahu value in present. Practice of mobility in terms of geography as well as
occupation has been a complement for female Lahu vendors who are socially

vulnerable.

Nowadays, cash income which is difficult to get from staying at home is
regarded as important for the maintenance of the household. Since Lahu women
found the mobility, to work outside the village periodically, as the available choice to
earn cash income, the mobility became the support to fulfill their role as a Lahu
woman by giving the opportunity to earn cash income. Meanwhile, the husbands also
take an important role to support their wives by taking care of the households. It is
possible since roles in the household are not fixed in gender. In the practice of
vending, Lahu ethnic consciousness is less utilized as marketable identity. Rather, the
identification as ‘khon doi’ is tactically utilized. The self-identification as highlanders,
in other words representation of difference, is not the vulnerable point for female
Lahu vendors but they utilize it as a tool to have a connection through commercial

activity with others.
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