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The reflection of socio-cultural change in the
migration of Thai Yai textiles from Mao
Long to Lanna
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Abstract

The Reflection Of Sociocultural Change In Textiles Following The Migration Of Tai Yai From Muang
Mou Luang To Lanna

Study Site :

The study took place in two areas. amongst Tai Yai in Amphur Fang and Amphur Mae Aye in
Thailand and Muang Mou Luang on the Burmese/Chinese border. Two research trips were made in
1997, the first time for three weeks and the next trip for two weeks

Maip Research Questions

o The patterns characteristic of Tai Yai textiles

e The meaning of Tai Yai patterns in everyday life and in various ceremonies

‘e The the various changes that have taken place in Tai Yai testiles and the meaning of those changes
e The meaning of Tai Yai textiles (and traditional patterns etc) now that these textiles are being
producted in Thai society

Aims

o To study Tai Yai textiles and weaving characteristic of Tai Yai Culture
¢ To study how Tai Yai textiles encode Tai Yai social values

e To study how changes in Tai Yai society are mirrored in their textiles

Methods

e Through direct ethnographic obversation and interviews with Tai Yai refugees from Muang Mou
Luang

e Interviews with Tai Yai refugees from other districts of Burma and who are now living in the Mae
Aye and Fang districts of Northern Thailand

¢ Through ethnographic observation of Tai Yai in Muang Mou Luang

Hypothesis

o That the political conditions of Tai Yai life have impacted on Tai Yai society and that this is
reflected in the textiles they are now producing and using in daily life

¢ Muang Mou Luang was divided between the control of Burma and China

® Struggles for power in Burma and policies towards minority groups

® Chinese suppression of religion and much of minitory group cultural practices
o The experience of being a minority group in Burma, Thailand and China

Effects of the Political Context on Tai Yai Cultural Practices (1)

« Political policies in Burma and China forced the Tai Yai to move into Thailand

e Chinese policy towards Tai Yai society in China impacted upon Tai Yai art and culture. For
example temple rituals were destroyed and novices can only enter the temple in secret in Burma,
through the assistance of relatives living there



Ways of dressing have changed so that the Tai Yai in Burma dress in Burmese fashion. However,
they also wear their characteristic red sash about their waist under their Burmese outer clothing.
Those who have preserved their way of dressing are those who live distant from Muang Mou
Luang

Effects of the Political Context on Tai Yai Cultural Practices (2)

Traditional ways of weaving (patterns etc) have been substantially forgotten. Now that the
Chinese have given more religious and cultural freedom rituals are again being conducted, but the
majority of the textiles used in rituals are those that the old people have woven in the past and
kept hidden away during the time ethnic identity and cultural practices were suppressed.

There is now a mixing between Tai Yai culture and Chinese and Burmese culture as well as with
other minority cultures. For example in Muang Mao, clothing used in the dumkom (tung) ritual
uses a piece of Chinese woven cloth decorated with pieces of Tai Yai textiles - and its like this
regardless of whether the rituals are carried out in China or in Burma

Effects of the Political Context on Tai Yai Cultural Practices (3)

In Thailand much of traditional Tai Yai textiles have now dissapeared totally, and all that is left is
these small pieces used to decorate textiles derived from other sources

In respect to Tai Yai weaving in Burma, in Muang Num Kum they are still weaving textiles such
as shoulder bags (tung yarm). However, however the majority of these are produced for use as
accessories in festivals they are not being used in daily life for it is now popular to dress in
Burmese fashion

Conclusion (1)

If we analyse the situation, then we might initally think that the Tai Yai have accepted the cultural
practices of those around them. However, we can see that in their continued use of characteristic
garments hidden under their outer clothing, and and in the use of even small pieces of their
traditional textiles to decorate their Burmese or Chinese outer garments, the Tai Yai have struggled
to maintain their own ethnic identity

The determination to maintain their identity is also evident in the textiles that are now also being
used in revived religious practices - in the Jut Jong Bow (parasol) Jee Kom Bok Far (long
banners) used in religious ceremonies

Conclusion (2)

Tai Yai textiles have reflected changes in Tai Yai society
Tai Yai textiles have also reflected the determination of the Tai Yai to maintain their ethnic
identity and have been a means through which the Tai Yai have maintained their identity
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