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ABSTRACT

Based on documentary and field research, this study attempts to
understand the relationship between the economic life and ethnic plurality of Keng
Tung, one of the old Tai principalities located in the eastern part of the Shan State of
Burma. Physically embodied in the network of market places in the area, collectively
known as “Kad-Keng-Tung” (mm%qm), the relationship has, over the course of time,
been truly complicated and dynamic. Located at the main junction of various inland
routes connecting Upper Southeast Asia and China, Keng Tung since the distant past
had strategically gained its wealth through command of the trade traffics facilitated
within such communication network. Actively engaging in the network were diverse
ethnic peoples of the area: Khuen, Lue, Loi, Ho, Tai, Bamar, Indian, Chainese, Ahakha,
etc.; being of different specializations either in terms of production and supply of
commodities or of their transportation in the trade circle, which in turn associated
with their wealth, these ethnic peoples were socially stratified under the
administration of the Keng Tung’s chieftains, known as “Chao-fa” (131%1).

Under such, the Khuen to whom the royal clan of Chao-fa belonged
ranked supreme. The mentioned system of social hierarchy had endured until the
colonial period, from the second half of the 19th to the first half of the 20th

centuries, during which Upper Burma was annexed to be a part of the British Empire
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administered under the British Government of India. Brought about under the British
colonialism and significantly affecting the Keng Tung economy was launching of the
forest and mineral industries in the area; this had paved the way to increasing wealth
and prosperity of the Khuen elites, particularly those involving in the state
administration and the Chao-fa’s circle. Another consequence of the phenomenon
was a major influx of newcomers from India and other parts of Burma to work for the
industries. Becoming permanent settlers of Keng Tung, these peoples, particularly the
Indians famed for their business mind and capability, gradually has had their roles
increasing in the economy of the area.

The second transitional phase of the Keng Tung Market’s economy came
with the “Burmese Road to Socialism”, initiated and actively operated under the
military governmental regime, led by General Ne Win, from the early 1960s to the
late 1980s. It emphasized the economic development of the country under reducing
foreign influence and increasing military role. Consequentially, Burma had become
more and more isolated from its regional neighbors and as well the rest of the world.
Increasing in turn, given the country’s inefficiency of producing enough necessary
goods to sustain its people, were the black markets and “underground” trafficking of
such goods into the country along its borders with Thailand and China. Located near
the Burma’s frontier to Thailand, the town of Keng Tung became the distribution
centre for trafficked goods, particularly those from Thailand. Since the abandonment
of the ruling system of Chao-fa in 1962, the ethnic hierarchy of Keng Tung has been
challenged, resulting in the diminished role and status of the Khuen people. Rising
opportunistically were the roles of some minorities involving in the trans-border
trafficking of g¢oods and of the Burmese promoted under the nationalistic
governmental regime.

Following the downfall of the Ne Win’s regime in 1988, the governments
of Burma, although still be much under the military’s shadow, have increasingly
opened the country towards more international relations and trading. Significant to
the economy of Keng Tung under such was opening of the border points with

Thailand (Tha Che Lek - Mae Sai) in 1992 and with China, Northern Corridor - R3B rout
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(Keng Tung - Chiang Rung) in 2003. This has diminished trafficking of goods along the
borders and promoted Keng Tung as one of the major tourist attractions of Burma.
Adapting well to the tourism industry have been various ethnic peoples
of Keng Tung, formerly marginalized under the Chaofa’s and military governmental
regimes. They could now enjoy more liberation and employ a variety of strategies to
build up their wealth and social status based on the commercialization of their

cultural resources.

Keywords: Keng Tung Market, Ethnic Plurality, Ethnicity
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