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ABSTRACT

This study will investigate and analyze the popularity of ethnic tourism among
the Padaung (‘Long-Necked’) ethnic group in Mae Hong Son Province in northern
Thailand; the self-esteem of and contradictions faced by the migrant Padaung within
their cultural practices, the commoditization of their cultural identity and its impacts
on their ethnicity and communities. It will explore the history of the Padaung’s
migration - the dynamics of their movements and resettlement along the Thai-
Myanmar border over a period of two decades. The study looks at the tourists, the
Padaung as objects of the tourism and the middlemen (local authorities and business
people) as actors, and examines their interactions and negotiations, as well as the
mechanisms of control used by those in power. As for the first actor, the study will
analyze the attitudes of the tourists; whether or not to gaze at the exotic tribal people —
who are often seen merely as photographic objects and as part of a human zoo. In
terms of the Paduang themselves, the study investigates how the mothers and
daughters have come to be gazed upon as part of the tourism process, what their
feelings are at being gazed at and their interaction with the various outsiders they
encounter. For the third set of actors, the middlemen, this research analyzes the
human trafficking of the Padaung that takes place for the purpose of tribal shows, and

examines the mechanisms of control used by the Thai authorities. My research found
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that NGOs and religious organizations also play an important role, and so I take
account of them as the fourth actor within the process.

There were originally three Long-necked Padaung villages in Mae Hong Son
Province, but in 2007 the authorities merged all these villages into one single location
near a place called Huay Pu Keng. However, the project was not successful and the
tight controls imposed upon the Padaung by the local authorities and business groups
have since pushed some of them to become willing victims of human trafficking.

This study has found that though the brass-ring wearing proportion of the
Padaung population was increasing up to a decade ago, some of these people have
since begun taking off their rings. Views about whether to wear the rings or not vary
among the older and younger generations of Padaung, and this differentiation comes
first from the previous migration experiences of the older generation — who think it is
relatively acceptable to be tourism objects in Thailand, and the younger generation -
whose views have been changed by education and outside influences — and who see
the rings as a form of control. Cultural values and meanings are now changing. The
Thai authorities argue that the Padaung prefer to live in Thailand for economic
reasons, rather than face the politically unstable situation in Myanmar, and they use
various mechanisms of control in the name of “cultural preservation”. Although
business people control the so-called villages, they do not provide a regular salary or
food supply to the Padaung, especially in the off-season. The Padaung have thus
started to find ways to break the tourism trap, taking off their neck rings and applying
for resettlement abroad.

The representations of Padaung identity, the meanings and values of their
culture, plus the views of the younger generation are being changed by the ethnic
tourism process. Their situation is forcing the Padaung to choose whether they should
maintain the ring-wearing practice for its legend-based sacred meaning, or whether
wearing the rings simply continues the exploitation of their cultural values for
commercial gain. Thai authorities’ control of the cultural preservation process has
actually initiated the process of cultural destruction. It is therefore time to consider
other ways to maintain their exotic culture — such as giving them basic rights and
providing education for the children; encouraging them to explore their other

traditional practices such as weaving rather than emphasizing only their elongated
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necks, plus allowing them to participate in the management of their own community.
Nowadays, ethnic cultures around the world are changing, so it is very important for

the Padaung to be able to maintain their own values and culture on their own terms.
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