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The ethnic diversity in the Highlands of Thailand

have fascinated and led people come to this area to interview local peaople and leam, however naot so
many understand the meaning. value or “culture”, which may be hidden within their beauty. Cultural
misunderstondings about the ethnic groups have sometimes led to the perception of diversity as simply
something exotic and seductive, and this, in turn, tends to influence o perception of ethnic culture as
superstition, primitive, and uncivilized. As g consequence, the emergence of a multicultural society, in
terms of respect for cultural differences and cultural rights within society, remains elusive.

This boaok, Lines, Colours and Lives: Artistic Infelligence of the Ethnic Peoples of Northern Thailand seeks
to present the knowledge and skills that ethnic groups hove accumulated in art ond crafts until they could be
said to have become a form of “artistic intelligence”, which is integrally related to way of life of ethnic
peoples of Northern Thailand. The book aims to present readers with knowledge ond understanding about
the culture and artistic intelligence of the ethnic peoples through photogrophs which show in fine detail the
delicate designs of wood carving, bamboo weaving. garland making. cloth making, and embroidery, as well
as the assembly of objects and instruments for daily use. These can help readers to conceive of the wisdoms
within each of these cultures. Therefore this book does not intend only to present the aesthetic beauty, it
attempts to explain thot these ethnic groups have wisdom, and society should respect and understand

the knowledge ond values which are hidden within their beauty.

We are very pleased that this publication Lines, Colours and Lives: Artistic Intelligence of the Ethnic Peoples
of Narthern Thailand has been received favourably, to the extent that we are now able to publish g second
edition. The Centre for Ethnic Studies and Development would like to thank the Chiang Mai University Press
for agreeing to publish of the second edition of this book.

Chayan Vaddhanaphuti, Ph.D
Chair of Center for Ethnic Studies and Development
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Iﬂ th@ high Mmaou ﬁtaiﬁg, amidst all the problems affecting the human dignity of the
highlanders, their beauty challengingly lives.

The highlanders’ eye for the aesthetic is the reason for this joumey. Their expressions of the world they
see and beleve 1o be through types of art; drawing, craving, molding, printing, threading, weaving and
embroidering of materials from available natural materials; seeds, roots, vines, trunks, resing, leaves,
threads, bones, fangs, sking, and feathers are, perhaps, one of their struggles to proclaim to the world
their existence and identity.

The journey did not aim to gather all the achievements of all ethnic groups. Rather, it was a random visit
to 21 communities around Chiang Mai, Mae Hong Son, Chiang Ral, Nan and Lamphun provinces, reach-
ing the ten sethnic highlanders described below.

The Kachin are six ethnic groups who call themselves the name, which is also the name of their home
stafte in Burma. The Kachin's lingua franca is Jingpo. which is the most widely spoken, among ofhers.
This journey collected the arts and crafts of the Jingpos, and the Rawangs who are another distinct
ethnic group. Other groups of the Kachin are the Maru, Lashi, Zaiwa and the Lisu in Kachin state. Some
Jingpo people migrated to Thailand around 50 years ago, and a big group that led war arrived in or
after 1974. Currently there is only one Kachin community in Chiang Mai. The rest of the people live in
other ethnic communities in the province and Mae Hong Son.

The Karen are understood as a group that comprises different groups such as §'gaw, Pwo, Kayah, etc.
Karen language is in the Tibete-Burman family, despite significant differences from the Burmese
language. It is believed that the Karen's original home was in Mongolia. but nowadays their
communities can be found only in Thailand and Burma. Evidence shows that the Karen had settled in
the area which is now Burma befare the Burman, and also lived in Thailand even before the Thai
arrived. This book infroduces the S'gaw Karen's or Pga Kn'yaw's art, The term 'Pga Kn'yaw', which the
people call themselves, means 'human'. 'Karen' in fact has no meaning but is acceptable for
identifying the different groups that see themselves as 'brothers and sisters’.



The Dara-ang, as they call themselves instead of 'Palaung’, means 'the people on the mountains'.
The Dara-ang speak a branch of Men-Khmer language and were one of the first groups to settle in
Burma, even before the Burman. Nowadays, different sub-groups of Dara-ang live in China, Burma and
Chiang Mai. The Dara-ang in Thailand mostly are the Red Dara-ang who have been fleeing the brutal-
ity of war in Burma since 1968 and came as a big group in or after 1984.

The Lawa are believed to be the same nationality who ruled an ancient kingdom covering the areq
from Suvarnnabhumi to southern China, and are ancestors to a large number of the Northern Thai
today. The Lawa speak a branch of Mon-Khmer language and are divided into various sub-groups, The
journey visited a Lawa community who are said to be the same sub-group as the Wa in Burma.

The Phay or Hfin Merng Nan are an ethnic group that mostly live in Laos, with some communities
originally in Nan province. The Phay speak a branch of Mon-Khmer language, the same as the Lawa
do. and the lowland Thais in Nan usually call them 'Lawa’. Yet, the two groups are in fact culturally and
linguistically very different.

The Hmong are recorded in ancient history before Christ. They were known toe have lived and waged
wdars against the Chinese emperors and rulers until a group of people who defied the Chinese
authorities led to Laos, Vietnam, Burma and moved into Thailand over a hundred or two hundred years
ago. Hmong refugees from Laos have also arrived in Thailand over the last 30 years. The Hmong speak
a branch of Sino-Tibetan language. There was no agreed explanation of the term '"Hmang’, yet itis a
desirable name for the people rather than 'Maew' in Thai, or 'Miew’, which is a Chinese word that
indirectly means a wild tribe.

The Mien speak a branch of Sino-Tibetan language, the same as the Hmong do. They also have a
historical empire close to the Chinese. It was said that 'Mien' might mean "human' or the descendants
of a king; according to a legend that they were children of a king's daughter and a magical
dragon-dog, The word 'Yao', which is used by the Chinese, means wild people. A group of Mien fded
China for Vietnam, Laos and Thailand in the last two hundred years. In Thailand, Mien communities are
mostly in northern provinces close to the Lao border.

The Lahu are recorded in Chinese history as the owners of an empire in Yunnan province. A group of
Lahu fled Chinese authorities to Laos, Vietnam and Burma, and crossed into Thailand about 200 years
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