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 The idea to put together photo books came from our interest in 
developing visual ethnography at CESD.  We realize that photographs 
and films are an effective means to represent social reality. They can    
provide description of the present as well as reveal records of the past. 
Our first photo book, Line, Colors and Life, is visual representation of 
the contemporary highlanders’ knowledge and wisdom. It aims to show 
the intricacy of the highland lives and livelihoods. Picturing Highland-
ers is conceived of differently. It draws upon our existing large photo 
collection. It aims to depict the transformation of the highland com-
munities. 
 On the Picturing Highlanders is possible because of the genu-
ine efforts by Dr. Olivier Evrard and Dr. Prasit Leepreecha who spent 
hours and hours to choose, classify, compare and describe hundreds of 
images so as to trace the track of fifty years of development in the high-
land of Northern Thailand. On behalf of CESD, I want to express our 
gratitude to their contribution which has brought the photos in our 
archive to live. My special thanks go to IRD and EU-SEATIDE project 
for its generous support in publishing this photo book.

    Chayan Vaddhanaphuti, Ph.D.
    Director, CESD
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them still unpublished. By comparison, the northern regions of the 
kingdom of Siam became known mainly through the accounts of Eu-
ropean scientists, missionaries, travelers or diplomats, but few, if any, 
professional anthropologists conducted in-depth and long-term field 
study among highland populations at that time. The Journal of Siam 
Society was founded in 1904 and published several early ethnographic 
articles along with pictures about the Northern highland populations 
(especially on the Lawa, during the 1920s and 1930s) but on the whole, 
highland villages of this region remained largely understudied com-
pared to other areas of Southeast Asia. 
 Things changed radically after the Second World War. Most of 
the highland areas of Southeast Asia, including Yunnan, became hard-
ly accessible for survey or fieldwork. Civil or international conflicts 
that erupted during the decolonization and Cold War periods were 
followed by two decades of nearly complete closure under communist 
rule. By contrast, the highlands of Northern Thailand remained rela-
tively opened for Western anthropologists-as well as for the mission-
aries who had fled the neighbouring countries. Simultaneously, the 
Thai State became more eager to secure its borders and to effectively 
control its geographical and cultural margins. It launched highland 
development programmes to solve what was then labelled the “Hill 
Tribe problem”. These programmes involvedsocio-economic survey, 
merging or resettlement of ethnic villages, constructions of public 
infrastructures (roads, water-pipe system, schools, health centres), ag-
ricultural innovations and campaigns for opium eradication. This is 
the context in which Western anthropologists, as well as development 
experts, worked alongside with Thai scholars and civil servants, in-
troducing new techniques and gathering valuable ethnographic data, 
including numerous photographs. 
 Most of the written and visual archives from this period were 
kept in the premises of the Tribal Research Institute (TRI), which was 
established as the Tribal Research Centre in 1965 inside Chiang Mai 
University under the auspices of the Ministry of Interior. The TRI was 
dissolved in 2002 and its archives were moved to the Tribal Museum. 
They included 81 reels of 16mm films, 300 black and white pictures 
and more than 2,000 colour photographs and slides. In 2005, the CESD 
researchers started to digitize this collection in the framework of a col-
laborative project with an anthropologist of the Institut de Recherche 
pour le Développement (IRD) in France. Together, we collected new 
images from the same period by accessing the private archives of sev-
eral anthropologists and missionaries who had worked in Thailand 
and added those to the existing collection. Meanwhile, our on-going 
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Moving and Settling

ย้ายถิ่นตั้งฐาน

In public discourse, the ethnic minorities of Thailand are 
often considered as relatively recent immigrants to the 

country but there is in fact considerable variation from one 
group to another. Populations such as the Akha, Hmong, 

Mien, Lahu and Lisu settled in the uplands of Lanna only 
during the second half of the 19th century. Other groups, 

such as the Karen, are much older in the area but some of 
their members have migrated recently from Burma and 

live precariously along the border. Finally, groups such as 
the Lua and the Htin are indigenous to this region. They 

had settled in the lowlands before being driven to the 
uplands after the creation of the first Tai kingdoms.

Another common assumption is that these populations are 
highly mobile and less rooted than the lowlanders. Ironi-

cally however, the mobility of settlements has been histori-
cally higher in the lowlands than in the uplands.  During 
recent decades, many highland villages have resettled or 
merged in the plains to comply with State regulations on 
forest areas or to get closer to infrastructure. Migrations 

from neighbouring countries also occurred, often in emer-
gency situations such as in the cases of Hmong, Mien, 

Khmu, Shan and Karen refugees. Nowadays, mobility of the 
highlanders usually takes place at an individual level, with 

many villagers moving temporarily to the lowland for 
education or labour.  

10



Ban Tun, Mae Chaem district, Chiang Mai province  (1996) 01 Sunset
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02 03Ban Mae Poon, Chiang Mai province (1974)Ban Dongluang, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968) 

When an upland village experiences 
demographic growth, fields tend to 
become further away from the houses. 

A field hut in the swidden. Upland villages are often created on 
or nearby an old field either by new immigrants or by a group 
from an existing village. 
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04
Ban Phraya Phay, Mae Fa Luang, Chiang Rai province (1964)

05

The Thai state encouraged the uplands’ small 
villages to move and merge in order to create bigger 
settlements and make the implementation of 
development policies easier. Villages usually moved 
in the cold season, just after the harvest and before 
the start of the new agricultural cycle. Resettlement 
of upland villages also occurred in Laos for the same 
reasons but more recently and on a bigger scale.

Ban Phraya Phay, Mae Fa Luang, Chiang Rai province (1964)
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08
07Ban Lum, Mae taeng district, Chiang Mai province (1966)Ban Kang Ho, Pua district, Nan province (1965)

Preparing thatch grass for the roof requires a lot 
of labour. Household members prepare the 

thatch grass sections. On the day the house is 
actually built, relatives and neighbours all join 

together to finish the work in one single day.  

14



09Ban Dongluang, Mae Hong Son province (1968)
10

Ban Pa Kam, Bo Kluea district, Nan province (2008)

Traditional houses are entirely constructed from 
natural materials. Here, the base of the roof 
structure is lashed into position with strong strips 
of rattan.

Today, some highland households still keep thatched roofs because they 
are less expensive than roof-tiles or corrugated iron sheets and it keeps the 
house cooler during the dry season. In some cases, it also complements the 

form and the size of the house in traditional architecture. 
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11Ban Mokkoud, Nalae district, Luang Namtha province, Laos (1995)

Detail of the roof of a field hut. In some regions, during the 
rainy season, villagers can spend most of their time in their 
field huts, rather than in the village. They therefore build huts 
with care and ensure they are big enough for the whole family.
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Ban Saenchai, Mae Fah Luang district, Chiang Rai province (1964)

Among the Khmu, the village gate 
is generally a temporary one, built 

for special occasions such as 
harvests, village rituals or 

epidemics.

Various ethnic groups traditionally set up a gate at the 
entrance to their village. Among the Akha, this custom takes 
place once each year and the villagers also prepare two 
statues representing a couple to place nearby the gate.  

12
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16Ban Dongluang, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1988)

Karen used elephants rather than horses for transportation, 
as did lowland Thais. During the boom of the teak 
economy, Karen became well-known mahouts. Today, 
elephants have become mostly tourist attractions. 
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Highland farmers now use pickup 
trucks to sell their products in 
lowlands markets. The construction 
of modern roads made the fluvial 
trade nearly disappear and 
facilitated the development of a 
cash-crop economy in highland 
villages.

18
17

A Chinese trader from Yunnan walks with his horses loaded with goods for 
barter and trade. These traders played a role of cultural and commercial 
intermediaries between highlanders and lowlanders who relied on them to 
get access to various kinds of products.

20



19 20Ban Vat, Nalae district, Luang Namtha province, Laos (1996) Nam Tha river, Laos (1996)

Until very recently, 
regular taxi boats 
used to connect the 
city of Luang 
Namtha in Northern 
Laos with the 
Mekong. The trip 
took two full days 
downriver, and three 
days upriver.

Villagers return from a nearby 
market. In the narrow valleys 
of the northern areas, rivers 
used to be more important 
than roads for transportation 
and trade, at least during the 
rainy season.

21
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21Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1967)

Crossing the river using push poles. Engines were not widely used for small distances before the 1970s. 
Transport by ox cart was common during the dry season when water was too low for boats.
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22Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1967)



24Nam Yao refugee camp, Nan province. (1975)

A Hmong refugee and her son in Nam Yao refugee camp in 
Thailand after fleeing from Laos during the communist takeover. 

Many refugees walked for days before reaching Thailand, 
enduring starvation and sickness.

23
Nam Yao refugee camp, Pua district, Nan province (1975)

An old and sick Mien man is carried 
by some of his relatives to cross the 
Thai-Lao border and reach a refugee 
camp on the Thai side. Tens of 
thousands of ethnic refugees 
migrated to Thailand from Laos 
between 1975 and 1977.
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Ban Lawi, Lamam district, Sekong province, Laos (1994) 27

Fishing with a casting net 
in shallow water. 
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Ban Lawi, Lamam, Sekong province, Laos (1994) 28 Fishing in shallow water.
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Ban Huey Lueang, Mueang District, Tak province (1965) 32

Children proudly exhibit a kalaw (Rufous 
Hornbill) killed by one of the village 
hunters. Today, kalaw are protected by law 
and considered as indicators of forests 
with high biodiversity.

Ban Huey Nam Khek, Nakhon Thai, Phitsanulok Province (1957)
31

A Hmong man prepares his crossbow for 
hunting birds. In those days, hunting 
and gathering was the main source of 
food for family consumption.

30





01
01

Ban Mokkoud, Nalae district, Luang Namtha province, Laos (1995)Ban Mae Lamao, Mae Sot District, Tak Province (1963) 34 35

A hunter returns from the 
forest to the village. He 
carries a modern gun that 
he bought in the lowlands. 

A small dead-fall trap set up
in the fence of a swidden field.

32
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36

Ban Saen Charuen, Chiang rai province (2008) 37

36. A bird tried to take the bait and is 
caught by the snare trap.
37. A pack of bird traps ready to be used.
38. Setting a bird trap.
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Ban Chomsy, Nalae district, Luang Namtha Province, Laos (1995) 39 40

Two hunters travel along an abandoned swidden. They 
carry their locally-made rifles since it is not unusual to see 
deer or wild boar foraging in the swidden after the harvest. 
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A Karen hunter shows to the photographer the deer 
he just killed with his rifle in a forest 

Ban Nong Jed Nui, Kanlayaniwathana district, Chiang Mai Province (1970) 41
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FARMING

เพาะปลูก

The highlanders have traditionally practised various forms of 
forest rotational farming, all of them involving burning the fields 

before seeding, and leaving the fields fallow for long periods of 
time afterwards. In addition to rice, various crops have long been 

cultivated on the slopes, either mixed with paddy (corn, millet, 
gourds) or in separate fields (opium). These agricultural systems 
are complementary, rather than in opposition with, those of the 

lowlands: highlanders have developed wet-rice agriculture in 
some areas while, conversely, burning rice fields, gardens or even 

forests is a common occurrence among the lowlanders. 

Upland rotational farming is often seen as a direct cause of 
deforestation. Demographic pressure as well as land shortage due 
to new regulations on forests can indeed force the highlanders to 

shorten the duration of the fallow, thereby threatening the 
regrowth of the vegetation. However, under favourable 

demographic and climatic conditions, traditional rotational 
faming systems appear more sustainable than the intensive 
cash-crop agriculture currently promoted in the uplands by 

agro-farming companies: biodiversity is higher and the use of 
chemical input is nearly non-existent. 

36



The threshed rice still has sticks 
and bits of stalk in it.

Ban Dong Luang, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968) 42
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43. The swidden are dry and ready to be burned
44. The swidden are ready to be sown with seed.
45. Out in the swiddens, green shoots of rice burst through the surface of the soil.
46. Under low wet clouds, the hillsides are clothed in green.
47. In October the rice plants bear grain that graduall

Ban Dong Luang, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968)

47

43 44
45 46
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Ban Dong Luang, Mae Sariang district, Mae Hong Son province (1968) 48 49 50

Back in the village, people dampen their 
roofs as a precaution against flying sparks.

A villager throws water on her thatch as salt is 
tossed to guage wind direction. As the swiddens 
catch fire, it is customary to make small 
offerings, with a muttered prayer, of tobacco, 
areca nut and cotton seeds wrapped in leaves, 
throwing them towards the flames to influence 
the course they take. 

Hunters keep watch for animals fleeing from the 
flames. 

39



Under ideal conditions fires burn rapidly, 
reducing virtually all debris to ash within
an hour.

Ban Dong Luang, Mae Hong Son province (1968)Ban Phouled, Viengphukha district, Luang Namtha province, Laos (2012) 51 52

Burning swiddens is still a very common 
practice throughout Southeast Asia, even 
as lowland wet-rice agriculture is 
becoming more widespread.

40



Ban Dong Luang, Mae Hong Son province (1968)

Ban Dong Luang, Mae Hong Son province (1968)

53
54

55

The girls follow the holes all over 
the swidden and fill them with seeds. 

Digging is usually men’s work, 
owing to the sustained strength 
it demands.

Baw Kluea district, Nan province (2007)

Holes are filled up with paddy 
seeds and left open. Rain runoff 

will quickly close them up.

41



Ban Dong Luang, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968) 56 Their morning’s work over, the 
young men enjoy some rice whisky.
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59. Under low wet clouds, all the hillsides are clothed in green. In 
traditional rotational farming systems, fields are cultivated for 

only one year and then left fallow for reforestation. 
60-61. Field huts are used as second houses during the monsoon 

and as temporary granaries during the harvest.

Viengphukha, Luang Namtha prov., Laos (2011) Ban Ta Krong, Bokeo province, Laos (2008)

Ban Konkud, Nalae district, Luang Namtha province, Laos (2008)

59 60

61
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Ban Daklueng, Nalae district, Luang Namtha province (2012)
62

Ban Dong Luang, Mae Hong Son province (1968)Ban Dong Luang, Mae Hong Son province (1968)
63 64

The morning mist clears before the harvest starts. Some populations thresh the paddy simply 
by spreading it on a mat and separating 
grains from stalks by working the grains 
between the feet. 

The young boys most commonly did the 
reaping, and a young girl followed each 
one. They enjoyed working together. These 
two are well decorated with sunglasses and 
marigolds. 

45



The girl ties the sheaf up with a piece of straw before laying it, 
suspended above the ground, by the remaining stubble. Great care is 
taken to avoid loss of grain by violent movement of the stalks.

Ban Dong Luang, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968)
65
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Nalae, Luang Namtha province (2012)
01

The morning mist clears before the harvest starts.

66. Complementary techniques: irrigated paddy field 
(foreground); inundated paddy field (middle); permanent swidden 
(burning); and fallow rotational swidden in the background.
67. The terrace farmer’s year begins in June when he begins preparing 
his fields for the new planting. The ground has to be broken into clods, 
either by ploughing or hoeing. The timing of terrace cultivation is not so 
critical as with swidden farming: there is no burn to coordinate with the 
monsoon, and rice can be left growing after the rains have ceased. 
68. Mix of terraced fields and swiddens.

Ngen district, Sayaburi province, Laos (2004) Ban Dong Luang, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968)66

Ban Pa Lao, Mae Chaem district, Chiang Mai province (1997) 68

67
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Terraced rice fieldsBan Pa Lao, Mae Chaem district, Chiang Mai province (1997) 69
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Swiddens previously planted with paddy are 
nowadays used for various kinds of crops. 
Here, villagers harvest ginger and put the 
roots into plastic bags to load them onto the 
middleman’s pick-up. The ginger will be 
pickled and most of it exported to Japan.

70
71
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While promoting new cash crops, the Thai government 
enforced its opium eradication policy. Villagers were 
encouraged to gather their opium products and seeds 
and to burn them in public ceremonies.

Ban Pakluey, Chomthong district, Chiang Mai province (1984)
72
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73. An Akha lady harvesting the coffee trees. Coffee was introduced 
to area by the Thai-German Highland Development Programme in 
the 1980s. However, it became a major source of income for the 
villagers only in early 2000s, following the growing popularity of 
coffee drinking among urban Thais and the improving connections 
to world markets.
74. With the development of cash-crop agriculture, pesticides and 
fertilizers are intensively used in the highlands, thereby generating 
soil pollution and health hazards.

Ban Doichang, Chiang Rai province (2008) Pai district, Mae Hong Son province (2011)73 74
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Bu Ata ritual among the Talaku Karen. Villagers load a 
bamboo raft full of fruits and let it flow downriver to offer 
new products for Goddess of Water

75
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Ritual related to new building 
work at a tobacco drying 
station: offerings to the Spirits 
of the Four Directions.

76

54



Carved community post at the centre 
of Ban Dong village. 

Erection of the community pole at the centre of the village. The ritual is very important 
among Lawa settlements. It intends to strengthen the social links inside the village and 
to ask for protection to the tutelary spirits.

78
77
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Ban Maw Wakhi, Mae Wang district, Chiang Mai province (2009)

Ban Huey San, Mae Chaem district, Chiang Mai province (2012)

Traditional wrist tying for family members in a Karen household. 
The entire sequence is also called su khwan or recalling the soul.

Sueb Chata rituals renew, or 
prolong the life of the village, 
prevent troubles and enhance 
the social cohesiveness of the 
community. Fruit is offered to 
local deities and monks bless 

the attendants to the ritual.

83

84

58



A buffalo is offered to the 
tutelary spirits during a 
three-day ritual for the salt 
wells of the village.

Ban Bo Kluea, Bo Kluea district, Nan province (2006)

Ban Lahoob, Mae Hong Son province (2010)

Lawa villagers conduct a ritual for the tutelary spirit of their settlement. 
Each clan sacrifices a buffalo. Various parts of the body of the buffalo are tied 

together and suspended from the ritual post near each clan house.

86
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Buffalo sacrifice for the funeral of an Akha elder. The ritual performer kills the 
animal with a spears. As soon as the injured buffalo falls, villagers hurry around 
him. Women throw water into its nostrils to quicken death and stop the animal’s 
groans while men press a log on its rear in order to prevent the buffalo from 
rising up again.
Once the buffaloes are dead, the villagers cover them with paddy grains to 
provide the buffalo with food in its next life and propitiate for a good harvest.

Mae Fa Luang district, Chiang Rai province (1994)
87
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89
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Ban Pa Lao, Mae Chaem district, Chiang Mai province (1997) Ban Dong Luang, Mae Sarieng, Mae Hong Son province (1981)

Objects put on the altar during a ritual conducted 
in the swidden for the soul of rice: silver rings, old 
coins, beads, shells, chicken meat and chilies.

A protective bamboo star is hung on the entrance door 
of a Karen village, among other bamboo symbols. 

92 93
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Ban Mae Tob Nuea, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968)

Karen have for long been in contact 
with Buddhist lowland populations 
(Mon, Burmese and Thai) and have 
adopted many Buddhist values and 
practices. Here, S’gaw Karen villagers 
and monks are circumambulating 
a new stupa. 

95
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01

Ban Khapuang, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968) Ordination: procession of the “jewel child” 
(hae luk kaeo) among Shan villagers.

97
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Ban Pa Mak, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968) Ordination: procession of the “jewel child” 
(hae luk kaeo) among S’gaw Karen villagers

98
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Wat Phrabat Hueytom, Lamphun province (2010)

Kruba Wong was a famous monk who rebuilt the Phrabat 
Hueytom temple and gathered a large number of Karen 

followers to live near the temple. His body is kept embalmed in 
the temple, covered with golden leaves. An important ritual 

takes place each year in May when devotees change the robe 
covering the embalmed body.

Ban Pa Mak, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968)

S’gaw Karen villagers and 
monks on hill with a stupa after 
completion of an ordination 

99
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Ban Khun Haeng, Ngao district, Lampang province (1985)

Offering food and paper money for ancestors in a 
Mien village. Both Hmong and Mien religious 
practices are influenced by Taoism but the Mien use 
Chinese script and coloured drawings representing 
deities as part of their ceremonies.

101 102
103
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unknown (1989) 104

Two Pwo Karen men exhibits their tattooed thighs. Among some ethnic 
groups, the men also used to tattoo their bellies and their calves. Tattoos 
were believed to protect from injuries, sickness, bad luck or black magic.
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107
Ban Letongkhu, Umphang district, Tak province (2002) Two young Karen girls with 

facial decoration and wild 
yellow orchids in their hair.
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108Ban Letongkhu, Umphang district, Tak province (2002)

109

Facial decoration among Karen 
villagers, Burmese style, with 
thanaka and white powder.

Ban Letongkhu, Tak province (2002)
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Ban Kammong Tha, Sangkhlaburi district, Kanchanaburi province (1981) Ban Lahoob, Mae La Noi district, Mae Hong Son province (1992) 

The ritual performer of a Talaku Karen 
village displays his tattoos. 

Tattoos traditionally often included 
representations of animals and magical 
diagrams.
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Unknown (1989) Pratu Pa, Ngao district, Lampang province (2011)

These symbols varied with 
different tattooists as well 
as the ethnic identity or the 
personal tastes of the 
tattooed person.

Young tattooed men take part 
in a ritual for the tutelary 
spirits of Pratu Pa.

113112
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Unknown (1989)

The tattooist works on the leg of a Karen man. He uses an iron 
needle and natural ink made from a variety of dried herbs mixed 
with resin. Most importantly he also recites magic formulas (khata) 
during his work.    

 

114 115
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Ban Konkoud, Nalae district, Luang Namtha province, Laos (2006) Ban Konlang, Luang Namtha province, Laos (2006)
117

Ban Sakaen, Luang Namtha province, Laos (2006)

118

116

116. Basketry is an important male activity among many highland 
groups. Khmu and Lamet, as well as other Mon-Khmer speaking 
populations, are famous for the quality of their basketwork.
117-118. the shape of the basket on picture no. 118 is typical of Khmu 
Rok subgroup, while the basket on picture no. 117 is made by their 
close neighbours, the Khmu Lue 
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Ban Kang Ho, Pua district, Nan province (1964) Ban Mae Khi, Mae Rim district, Chiang Mai province (1995)122 123

The Hmong girl is doing 
embroidery to decorate 
her hemp skirt.

Doing needle work is 
often a social activity.
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Ban Nong Hoi, Mae Rim district, Chiang Mai province (1998) Ban Mae Khi, Chiang Mai province (1995)

Ban Mae Khi, Chiang Mai province (1998)

126

125

124

Hmong traditionally use hemp 
instead of cotton to make their 
clothes. The designs are drawn 
using the batik technique. They 
dip metal sticks into hot wax 
and dye the cloth with indigo.

79



Ban Mae Khi, Mae Rim district, Chiang Mai province (1995) Ban Tup, Hueysay District, Bokeo province, Laos (2009) 128127

Modern sewing machines 
started to be widely used 
during the 1990s, making 
textile work easier and 
quicker. With modern 
sewing machines, women 
tend to use mostly nylon 
fabrics bought from a 
market. The designs have 
also changed dramatically.

Modern clothes and Lao-style 
skirts are increasingly common 
among the young Hmong of Laos. 
However, traditional embroidery 
is still an important activity, both 
for trade and for daily use, as 
shown here by the colourful fabric 
used by this young woman to 
carry her son on her back.
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Ban Sridongyaen, Mae Taeng district, Chiang Mai province (2012)
133 134132

132-134. A Lisu silversmith produces decora-
tions used by Lisu people, mostly women, 
for their traditional costumes which 
include pieces of silver on the neck and on 
the back. Such activity has also become a 
profitable full-time job as he started to sell 
on a large scale to Lisu people from other 
villages, as well as to members of other 
ethnic groups and, more rarely, to tourists.
Patterns refer mostly to nature and are not 
necessarily related to the emblems of the 
clans which structure Lisu society. 
Such activity has become a profitable 
full-time job as he started to sell on a large 
scale to Lisu people from other villages, as 
well as to members of other ethnic groups 
and, more rarely, to tourists.
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Ban Nonghoi Mai, Mae Rim district, Chiang Mai province (2006)
135

Ban Ravae luang, Mae Fah Luang district, Chiang Rai province (2005)
136

135. An Unmarried Hmong girls wear their best 
attire during New Year celebrations. This style of 
decoration is a new fashion copied from the 
Hmong in China over the last two decades.
136. A belt with Lomi Akha design and four rows of 
decoration made of coloured beads, cowries and 
old Thai coins.
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Ban Ravae luang, Mae Fah Luang district, Chiang Rai province (2005) 138

Ban Ravae luang, Mae Fah Luang, Chiang Rai province (2005)
137

Akha women start wearing head-
dresses at mid-adolescence. These 
headdresses are decorated by their 
owner, depending on her wealth, and 
each is unique. Decorations tradi-
tionally always include silver pearls 
or coins, but also monkey fur or 
chicken feathers. In recent times, 
those who cannot afford silver use 
tin plate instead.

Each headdress is unique but the general 
form also varies according to subgroups 

affiliation. The trapezoidal inscribed plate 
at the back of this headdress is typical of 

the married women among the Lomi Akha.
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Ban Saenchai, Mae Fah Luang District, Chiang Rai province (1964) Ban Maesa Mai, Mae Rim district, Chiang Mai province (1997)
139 140

A Hmong silversmith decorates a necklace. Both 
men and women traditionally wore such necklaces 
most of the time but the practice is rare today, 
except during the New Year festival.

While Akha women wear headdresses, 
Akha men wear silver necklaces if their 
family is rich enough to afford them.
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Ban Chang Mo, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1995) 141

A Karen woman walks toward her village while 
smoking a pipe made of bamboo and wood.
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Ban Dongluang, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1983) Karenni village, Mueang district, Mae Hong Son province (1985)
142

143

A young Pwo Karen man 
in his best attire, including 
decorated hair clips, beads 
and a silver pipe. 

A Karenni woman 
smokes tobacco in 
her wooden pipe 
decorated with 
tin-plate. The use of 
such pipes is now 
more common for 
women than men 
among many 
upland ethnic 
groups. 
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Playing

เล่น

Children’s games do not sharply differ from one 

ethnic group to another, though some games have 

become more popular for some groups than others, 

such as the tops game or the wood cart races 

among the Hmong for instance.

Among adults, games often involve (or are centred on) 

music, dance and courtship and are played at special 

periods of the year. They tend to be more embedded in 

social and ritual life and as such they display impor-

tant aspects of the group culture. In the contemporary 

Northern Thai context, some games have been turned 

into symbols of ethnic identity, such as the sword 

dance for the Lawa or the swing pole for the Akha. 
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During the rainy season, the children bring out their 
stilts, on which they navigate the mud. They are 
highly skilled on stilts.

146145
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147. A man lying on the floor spins a rope around and the other 
players jump to avoid it. This kind of game is popular during the 
Hmong New Year celebrations.
148. Two men stage a sword fight during the Hmong New Year’s 
celebrations. Swords used to be the main weapon in the past for 
many ethnic groups.
149. Hmong boys and adults play with spinning tops. This game is 
popular during the Hmong New Year celebrations.

147 148Ban Mae Tho, Hot district, Chiang Mai province (1968)

01

149Ban Huey Lueang, Mueang district, Tak Province (1963)

91



Lua students demonstrate their 
skills during a stick fight. The floor 
is covered with rice straw to prevent 
injuries from falling.

150

Performing a sword dance during the Khmu New Year 
festival. What used to be a serious affair in the past has 

now become mostly a show for tourists.

151
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Wooden cart racing has become an 
increasingly popular part of the celebra-
tions of the Hmong New Year.

152

Akha girls have a go on the swing nearby the 
village. Traditionally, the swing can be used only 

for a few days each year.

153
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154
A musical band plays in a Karen village 
during the festival for the sand chedis.
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A young Karen man plays 
drum during an 

engagement party.

Gongs are used in various ritual occasions. 
They are not produced locally, but obtained 
in lowland villages.

156155
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157 158Ban Mae Khi, Mae Rim district,Chiang Mai province (2008) Ban Khun Vang, Mae Wang district, Chiang Mai province (1985)

A rock band is taking part in the Hmong New Year 
celebrations. They sing in Hmong language.

A Hmong man dances and plays a reed pipe in front 
of his house. Such instruments are common to many 
different populations in Southeast Asia but the 
Hmong reed pipe differs by its curved shape.

96



159 160
Mueang district, Tak province (1985) Ban Ton Lung, Chiang Mai province (1990)

Lahu villagers dance around the altar set up for the New Year celebrations on 
the ritual playground of the village. Women and children make the inner 
circle while the men dance and play music in the outer circle.

A traditional Lisu instrument similar to a 
three-stringed guitar. The body of the 
instrument is made from wood covered 
with snakeskin. It is used to lead the dance 
during the Lisu New Year celebrations.
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Young Akha men and women dance led by 
a mouth organ in front of the Thai Survey team 
members who asked them to pose for the picture.
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163162Ban Ayo, Mae Chan district, Chiang Rai province (1965)
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Nikhom Mae Chan, Mae Chan district, Chiang Rai province (1964)

In Akha villages, the courting and dancing ground (dekhong) is 
an open place surrounded by benches where young people meet 
in the evening to talk, flirt, and generally enjoy themselves. 

164
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Young Akha men get ready to go 
courting in neighbouring villages.
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TRADING

ค้าขาย

The highlanders’ economy is often considered as being 
subsistence oriented and even self-sufficient. Yet, ethnic 

highlanders of Northern Thailand have always been integrated in 
wide regional commercial networks involving the production or 

the exchange of various products (cattle, iron and bronze objects, 
opium) with the participation of Yunnanese traders with their 

mules and horse caravans. Some groups such as the Karen and 
the Khmu became heavily involved in the teak economy at the 

turn of the 20th century as forest workers and mahouts. 

The spread of new technology, the industrial development in 
the lowlands and the increasing control of the state deeply 

affected the old patterns of interdependence and local 
specializations. The creation of national parks and new 

regulations on natural resources effectively restricted access to 
forestland. The ban on opium cultivation was paralleled by the 
introduction of new cash crops (potato, cabbage, tomato, corn, 

coffee, etc) and by the increasing involvement of young 
highlanders in wage labour migrations to the cities. Finally, new 

commercial opportunities developed in some areas with the 
marketing of ethnic crafts for tourism economy.
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An elephant working 
with Karen mahout. 

Ban Huai Mae Kong, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1968)
166

103



Akha women sell cabbages to soldiers in front of 
the Kuomintang Army base near the Burmese 
border. A few months later the KMT soldiers were 
sent to Mae Salong by the Thai government and 
settled there.
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Highland economies were never purely 
based on subsistence only. Trade, or 
barter, with neighbours has always been 
practised. In some cases, villages could 
develop a commercial specialization, 
such as pottery or rice alcohol.

168
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East Asiatic Company, Mueang district, Lampang province (1955) 174

Foreign companies became involved in the 
teak trade in Burma and Northern Thailand 
during the last quarter of the 19th century. 
They used elephants and Karen or Khmu 
workers and mahouts.

After the 1930s, these companies 
diversified their activities. 

The picture shows the office of the 
Danish East Asiatic Company in 

Lampang and its staff (predominantly 
Khmu men from Laos) in front of a 

truck used to promote consumption of 
condensed milk. The company closed 

its Lampang branch in 1963.

Unknown 173
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Ban Mae Tho, Hot district,  Chiang Mai province (1990) 
175

176
Chiang Dao market, Chiang Dao district, Chiang Mai province (2013)

A pile of cabbage ready to be loaded on a truck and sent 
to the lowland market. Extensive cabbage cultivation 
replaced previous opium fields mid-1980s.

A Hmong woman sells vegetables to a Lisu customer. 
Commercial agriculture, local specializations and use 
of money have changed patterns of trade and local 
livelihoods over the last decades.
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Ban Hueyluek, Chiang Rai province (2007) 177

Ban Chomphong, Viang Kaen district, Chiang Rai province (2006) 178

Cash crop economy and trans-border trade: Lao farmers under 
contract with Thai agro-business companies grow corn on their 
land and export it to Thailand after harvest. The corn comes by 
boat from Laos and is loaded on trucks.
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180Warorot Market, Chiang Mai province (2008) 179

181Night Bazaar, Mueang district, Chiang Mai province (1995)

Ban Khot Yao, Payao province (2007) 179. A Hmong lady sells bags and handicrafts 
made from hemp. In the foreground, a poster 
promotes the next Indigenous People’s Day 
celebration which takes place each year on the 
9th of August.
180. Hmong traders select used skirts bought in 
Laos, Vietnam and China to sell in Chiang Mai 
markets. The colourful traditional Hmong skirts 
are popular among the lowlanders who wear 
them or use them to make various kinds of crafts.
181. Ethnicity and globalization: Akha ladies try to 
sell souvenirs to tourists in front of the 
McDonald’s in Chiang Mai.
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USAID plane lands nearby a Hmong village. USAID 
conducted development activities in highland villages to 
prevent the spread of communist insurgency in those areas. 

182
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Lao Ta (on the left), his eldest son (on the right) 
and their wives listen to a radio program in 
Hmong language broadcast from Chiang Mai. 

184183

Narong Kittiyangkul, Lao Ta’s nephew from Ban Pa Klang of 
Nan province, was the first Hmong speaker at the Chiang Mai 
radio station. Radio programmes in ethnic languages started in 
1968 in Thailand. They were an outcome of the cooperation 
between Thailand and the US government to ensure the 
cultural and political integration of the highlanders.
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A group of Pwo Karen 
teenagers posing for a 
picture with a radio receiver.

Ban Dong luang, Mae Sarieng district, Mae Hong Son province (1978)

185
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Hmong villagers stare at the vehicle of the Thai 
Highland Survey team. The survey aims at getting 

basic socio-economic data in order to eradicate 
opium cultivation among upland farmers.

187

Thai official of the Hill Tribe 
Socio-Economic Survey team showing 
his notebook to local villagers.

186
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During their trek from Phuping Palace to Mae Sa Mai 
village, HM the King and HSHP Bhisadej meet a 
Hmong opium cultivator who shows them the road to 
their destination. Although opium trading and 
smoking was banned in 1958, there was no clear 
policy on opium cultivation among highland farmers 
until he initiated the Royal Project in 1969

01

191
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During the 1960s 
and 1970s, King 
Bhumibhol travelled 
intensively to the 
margins of the 
kingdom using 
modern means of 
transportation. 
These visits to 
highland ethnic 
communities (here a 
Lahu village) were a 
new practice on the 
part of the Thai 
monarchy. They 
intended to ensure 
the loyalty of 
peripheral and 
transnational groups 
at a time when 
communist insur-
gencies were 
occurring in 
mainland Southeast 
Asia. In many cases 
they were also the 
first step toward the 
establishment of 
development 
projects in the 
highlands.
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Fighting

สู้รบ

The two Indochina wars caused intense fighting and bombing 

in the highlands of Laos and Vietnam. They created divisions 

between ethnic groups as well as within them. They also 

forced many ethnic refugees to cross the border 

and settle in Thai territory. 

Northern Thailand was hit by communist insurgency, especially 

after 1976 when Thai students escaped repression in Bangkok and 

joined communist strongholds in Nan, Petchabun and 

Chiang Rai provinces where they lived and fought alongside 

various ethnic people including Lua, Hmong or Mien. 

Meanwhile, the Thai government set up ethnic military units and 

trained them specifically to fight against communist insurgents.  

Conflicts and migrations also occurred along the Thai-Burma 

border where armed movements (such as Karen, Kareni, Shan, 

Wa, Mon, etc.) fought against the central Burmese government, 

as well as episodically among themselves. In spite of the recent 

political changes in Myanmar, the situation remains critical and 

livelihoods insecure, especially in the numerous refugee camps 

set up along the Thai border.
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Phetchabun province (1979) 195

Communist insurgents, both ethnic (grey shirts) 
and Thai students from lowland (white shirts) 
posing for a picture with their weapons. The 
Communist Party of Thailand set up bases in 
remote areas throughout the country from the 
early 1960s to the early 1980s.
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HM the King visits a Hmong unit of the Border 
Patrol Police. During the 1970s, Nan province was a 
stronghold of the communist insurgency in Northern 
Thailand. Highlanders were recruited by the Thai 
State to help fight the insurgents.

196
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198. 

198. These two young Hmong men were trained by the Thai army to 
search for and kill communist insurgents in Nan province. During 
their free time, they pay a visit to the girls working in the fields.
199. A young Hmong soldier from the Lao Royal Army with his 
friend proudly exhibits an army rifle. In the background, his father 
and his brother look at him. In the centre, between the two young 
soldiers, Vang Geu, a Hmong student trained as an agronomist in 
Phnom Penh. The conflict in Laos between royalists and communists 
created divisions not only between ethnic groups but also within 

Sayaburi province, Laos (1964) Ban Namtuang, Mae Charim district, Nan province (1974) 199198
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Northern Laos (1975) Northern Laos (1970)
201200

200. Two ethnic 
women welcome 
Pathet Lao soldiers 
with fruit.
201. Pathet Lao 
instructors train 
ethnic women in the 
handling of 
firearms. Women 
had an 
important role in 
village defense 
during the war 
against royalist 
troops.
202. Parade of Karen 
National Liberation 
Army (KNLA) on 
the Karen New Year 
Day.  KNLA has 
been fighting for 
Karen autonomy 
along the Thai-
Myanmar border for 
more than half a 
century. The area 
under its control is 
now smaller and 
more fragmented. 
Negotiations are 
currently taking 
place with the 
Burmese govern-
ment for peace and 
power sharing  

Jeidong, Myanmar border (1995) 202

127



Converting

รับความเช่ือใหม่

Christian and Buddhist proselytising became truly active in the 
highland of Northern Thailand during the 1950s and 1960s 

respectively. Each sustained discourses about development and 
the supposed backwardness of “animist” highlanders but 

they followed different paths and logic.

Christian missionaries, most of them Protestants, were especially 
successful among Karen and Lahu, with whom they had 

established contacts during the early colonial period in Burma.   
In addition to their efforts to spread Christian faith, Western 

missionaries were the first to introduce modern education and 
medicine to the highland villages. Christian-based organizations 

also provided emergency aid to ethnic refugees during the 
Vietnam War. During the last two decades, many young ethnic 

men have trained as priests or pastors and are now 
in charge of local churches.  

Buddhism has long been exerting its influence in the highlands, 
especially among some groups of Karen and Lawa, while 

Christianity is a recent occurrence in this region. State-led efforts 
to convert highlanders to Buddhism, especially under the

 Thammacharik Project initiated in 1965, were a reaction to the 
growing influence of the Christian churches at that time. 

They put the emphasis on a sense of belonging to the Thai Nation 
while Christian proselytising promotes a transnational affiliation 

and access to modernity. Conversion to Buddhism can lead to 
assimilation of the highlanders into Northern Thai society, 

while conversion to Christianity allows them to retain 
a distinct identity even if they live in the lowlands.

128



John Kuhn, a missionary from OMF (formerly Overseas 
Missionary Fellowship and before 1964 the China Inland 
Mission), travels from Chiang Mai to Taungoo in Burma with 
his family and their Thai porters. He is the author of several 
books about ethnic groups in Thailand including his last one, 
Ascent to the Tribes: Pioneering in North Thailand (1956).

Chiang Mai province (1954)
203
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Don Rulison worked as a missionary among the Hmong in Tak 
province during the late 1950s and early 1960s. Kathy, Don 
Rulison’s wife, taught Hmong Christian children to write in 
Hmong using the romanized alphabet.

Ban Hueylueang, Tak province (1960)
204

Nam Yao Refugee Camp, Pua, Nan province (1976)
205

Bishop Rath, Catholic head for 
Northern Thailand region, 

administers the sacrament of 
confirmation to a group of Hmong 
refugees from Laos. Confirmation 

is the second step of Catholic 
initiation after baptism.
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Ban Mae Yang Ha, Samoeng district, Chiang Mai province (2007) 207

Celebration of the 125th anniversary of the propagation of 
Christianity among the Karen of Thailand. The photo was taken 

during the nomination of new Karen Baptist pastors.

Chiang Khong district, Chiang Rai province (1984)
206

Baptism of a Hmong couple by a 
Hmong Seventh-day Adventist pastor.
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Ernest E. Heimbach, an OMF 
missionary, shows a poster 
about the Gospel to the 
villagers. He is the author of 
a Hmong-English dictionary 
published in 1966.

Ban Nam Khek, Nakorn Thai district, Phitsanulok province (1955)
208
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A ceremony organized by 
local Buddhist monks to 
entice Lua students to 
become Buddhist followers.

213
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Ban Phami, Lamam district, Sekong province, Laos (1995) 214 Raising up the Thai national flag before 
the beginning of school class in Border 
Patrol Police school in an Akha village.
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215

 

215. The Ministry of Education has set up several primary education 
centres for ethnic children in the mountainous areas. Adults are 
also attending classes during the evening time.
216. Young ethnic students hosted at the Christian Hostel in Pua 
watch one of their friends getting on the bus to Nan. He is leaving 
for Chiang Mai to pursue his secondary education over there.
217. Teng is one of the ethnic students based at the Christian Hostel. 
The picture is taken in early morning while leaving for school

Mae Chan district, Chiang Rai province (1992)

217
Ban Prang, Pua district, Nan province (1965)

216Ban Prang, Pua district, Nan province (1968)
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Nub and Kab came from a 
highland Hmong village to 
enter primary school in the 
lowlands. As other young 
students they had to wear the 
Thai school uniform and to get 
their hair cut to follow the 
regulations adopted by the Thai 
Ministry of Education.

218
219
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01

Mr Panya Kirisathayakul gradutates from Mae Jo 
University. He was the first Hmong in Thailand 
to graduate at BA level. He poses for photogra-
phy with his parents and Imogene Williams, a 
missionary from OMF working in Nan province, 
in front of the office of the Thai-Highlander 
Foundation.

Pongsri, a Hmong nurse 
student, graduates from 
Manorom Christian 
Nursing College

220 221
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Claiming, Staging

Policies implemented by the Thai state in highland villages 
long presumed that the so-called “Hill Tribes” were all 

recent immigrants and opium growers, and that they had 
few ties to Thai people. As a consequence, many of them 

were not granted Thai citizenship, a problem that still 
hampers their access to mobility, healthcare or education. 

Things changed after the mid-1990s.  There was a growing 
tendency for people in Thailand to think of themselves as a 

more pluralistic society. There was also a “rediscovery” of 
cultural diversity by an urban middle-class who started 

touring the country, especially its northern regions. Margin-
ality and poverty did not disappear though and in some 

areas, inequalities between lowlands and highlands even 
appear greater than in the past.

In the meantime, having better access to education, ethnic 
highlanders also became more aware of their status. They 

started to organize themselves into pan-ethnic movements 
and formed the Indigenous People’s Network in 2007. There 

are currently 57 ethnic groups in Thailand who gather 
regularly for cultural exchanges and political action, such 

as Indigenous People’s Day on the 9th of August each year. 
They have proposed to government the creation of a 
National Council of Indigenous and Ethnic Peoples.

ทวงสิทธิและนำเสนอตัวตน
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Ceremony at which HM the King dedicated a royally-cast 
Buddha image as the palladium of the province. Ethnic 
highlanders are waiting for the arrival of the King and Queen.

Mueang district, Mae Hong Son province (1968)
225
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Princess Sirindhron visits a Karen village. Visits of royal family 
members are an opportunity for the ethnic people to show off 
their identity and to claim an existence within the Thai nation. 

Doi Inthanon, Chomthong district, Chiang Mai province (1966) 226
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Tribal Museum, Chiang Mai province (2006) Tribal Museum, Chiang Mai province (2006)
229228

National Cultural Centre, Bangkok (2010) 227

227. Representatives of the Kui ethnic group from 
Northeast Thailand perform a show during the 
International Cultural Festival organized in Bang-
kok for the 84th birthday of HM the King.
228. A parade was organized in Chiang Mai for the 
80th birthday of HM King Bhumiphol. Dara-Ang 
people are recent immigrants to Thailand. They 
received the visit of HM the King in the late 1990s 
and a Royal Project was launched in their villages.
229. A representative of the Kachin ethnic group 
dressed with a mix of urban and “ethnic” clothes 
takes pictures of the parade
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Mueang district, Chiang Mai province (2009)
232

Ethnic villagers demonstrate against the Hatgyi 
dam during Indigenous Peoples’ Day. The dam was 
supposed to be built on the Salween River at the 
Thai-Burma border. Its construction has been 
stopped since this demonstration.
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233-234. A Mlabri man 
plays the mouth organ 
and dances for tourists. 
Previously hunting and 
gathering near the
Thai-Lao border, they 
have been settled in Ban 
Huey Yuak near a 
Hmong village by Thai 
authorities of the 
Ministry of Human 
Security and Social 
Welfare. They are regu-
larly asked to go into the 
forest to perform their 
traditional way of life for 
groups of tourists. Here, 
they show how to cook 
food using bamboo. 
235. The Mani are a 
hunter-gatherer 
population living in the 
South of Thailand. Three 
young Mani men have 
their picture taken with 
two ladies from the 
Northeast during the 
celebration of 
Indigenous Peoples’ Day.

Ban Huey Yuark, Viengsa District, Nan province (1998) Ban Huey Yuark, Viengsa district, Nan province (2003)
234

233

Mueang district, Chiang Mai province (2011) 235
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Mueang district, Chiang Mai province (2008) 239

240

Indigenous Peoples’ Day parade. The sign in the foreground reads 
“No ID card = No access to health care services”. The demonstrators 
ask for access to citizenship and basic rights, including health care, 
education, land ownership and access to natural resources.

Parade for ethnic rights recognition 
during the celebration of International 

Indigenous Peoples’ Day.

Thaphae Gate, Mueang district, Chiang Mai province (2005)
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