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ABSTRACT

This thesis aims to examine the ritual revival of a Karen forest community the context
of its origin, dynamics, and impact towards their community forest management. The objectives
of the study are 1) to examine the development of the government’s forest management in
northern Thailand and its impact towards Karen people 2) to study the impact of hill tribe forest
destruction discourse towards Karen people in resource conflict and how they adapt accordingly
3) to study the context and dynamics of Karen ritual revival in community forest management
4) to study the result of Karen community forest management in terms of forestry ecology
recovery.

The study found that one crucial factor of forest degeneration in northern Thailand is
the changing of political and economic affairs in the past as a result of Western colonial idealism.
This resulted in the expansion of logging concession and also legalized opium. After that, the
northern Thailand highlands were used for opium plantation, resulting in the forest degeneration.
However, logging concession and opium plantation had linked the Karen people and local Thai
people in Chom Thong district together, building up a relationship called “siew” or “close friend”
with no ethnic discrimination.

After logging concession and opium plantation had ceased, the “seiw” relationship
between Karen and local Thais became more distant .Drought only compounded the relationship
difficulties, leading to resource conflict. Also, the new presence of extreme conservation led to
the idea that hill tribe people were the main cause of the environmental problem, resulting in
violence when local Thai people claimed to expel hill tribe people from the area and finally ended

up with the blockage in 1998.



In this conflict situation, Karen people had created a community forest management
with other various internal movements dependent on various influential factors throughout time
such as 1) group gatherings 2) establishing conservation rules 3) Hmong exclusion from the
conservation group 4) searching for alliance 5) reviving rituals 6) policy movement 7) avoiding
conflicts (among general villagers) 8) adapting oneselves to joint-management (among leaders.)
As for the problem of forest degeneration, it is found that community forest management could
recover the degenerated forest in the past to become fertilized again. From the forest survey of 40
x 40 meters in the area which was used for opium plantation in the past, 281 of 46 trees species
were found. The most ecological importance value index is Lithocarpus thomsonii. Also, many
wild animals such as gibbons and leopards, have returned to community forests .

The ritual revival is the reconstruction of old cultures, traditions and beliefs to compose
new cultural practices suited to the changing contexts. These refer to the new rituals developed in
the new environmental conservation context. The rituals developed during the time of conflicts
such as Leu Phaka (a ritual to worship the great forest spirit) and Leu Hme To (a ritual to worship
the firebreak spirit) represented Karen identity of their respect and their sustainable way of life
towards natural resource. This could clarify the accusation of local Thais who saw them as forest
destroyers. It also helped improve unity the relationship among various groups and build
community forest management. During the time of conflicts, the rituals inspired villagers to act
and comply with conservation rules.

However, after the conflict between the Karen and local Thais was ameliorated, the
importance of the rituals decreased. In the meantime, the new ritual of Karen and local Thais as
forest ordination ritual was initiated. This represents their cooperation in conservation and also

the discontinuation of the past conflicts.



