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When Kubilai Khan’s Yuan dynasty armies defeated Nanchao 

and incorporated its territories into the Chines empire (it is 

now known as Yunnan province), the victory persuaded many 

of the Tai people living there to migrate to places of safety. 

For the remainder of the C13
th
, therefore, independent Tai 

states began to appear across the Mekong region, from the Tai 

Ahom kingdom now known as Assam in India to the west, to 

the Zhuang states in Guangxi and Hainan to the east (which 

had reached independence previously). All these different 

peoples are reputed to speak versions of the same language 

(i.e. versions of the Thai-Dai family of languages) and, with 

some difficulties, communication between different 

communities is possible. For those Tai people who migrated 

to what is now known as Myanmar, the Thai-Yai people 

became known to the Burman majority as Shan and this name 

has now been adopted for both the people and the state where 

they live. Their lives and customs are broadly similar to the 

other T(h)ai people but they have been influenced strongly by 

the period of British colonialism and subsequent history of 

predatory misrule by military junta. Lack of access and 

difficulty with travel meant that study of Shan people and 

society was quite limited until comparatively recently. 



However, the situation has changed to the extent that scholars 

can now engage with their research subjects and Myanmar 

people can also contribute to this field of knowledge. As part 

of this process, an International Conference on Shan Studies 

was held fro 15
th
-17

th
 October, 2009 at Chulalongkorn 

University in Bangkok and the conference proceedings have 

been edited and produced in book form by the university’s 

outstanding Institute of Asian Studies. 

The result of this process is quite impressive, with 14 papers 

presented in the collection, with subjects ranging from British 

colonial policy to contemporary gender and human trafficking 

issues. Inevitably, interest in individual papers will vary for 

different readers and it cannot be argued that all the papers are 

of equal value. However, this is an issue that relentlessly 

affects collections of this sort and the subtitle of the book 

indicates just how wide a range of subjects is being covered. 

Papers in which I was personally most interested included 

Terence Tan’s overview of the early history of the Shan 

plateau: “Tea and Beads: Archaeology, Ethnography, and 

Trade on the Shan Plateau” (pp.19-27), which includes details 

of the author’s study at a prehistoric site that is part of the 

Soman Valley culture near Kaung Bo village in Yatasuk 

township. This features the eponymous carnelian beads and 

the tea – Palaung tea is considered to be Myanmar’s premier 

source of tea and the place where the country’s ubiquitous 

picked tea may be best experienced. Myanmar people 

themselves identify the use of tea to the time of King Alaung 

Sithu, who received seeds from four genies while he happened 

to be visiting the remote island of Malaryu. Statues to the king 

and festivals evoking his name testify to this identification. 

In the paper “Wat Luang Muang Lue: Buddhist Revival and 

Transformation in Sipsong Panna,” Roger Casas contributes 



his thoughts in a way that acknowledges the cross-border 

nature of Tai studies generally. The Sipsong Panna (“twelve 

thousand rice fields”) region is known in China (where it 

exists) as Xishuangbanna and its people are unequivocally 

categorized as Chinese. The paper demonstrates one of the 

dilemmas facing editors producing books of this sort: it is 

accomplished but not literally connected to the stated subject. 

It is also written by an international author and its inclusion 

helps to promote the book in terms of its status within the 

Thai academic world. Irrespective of this, the paper provides a 

fascinating snapshot of the attempt to (re)invent a location-

specific approach to Buddhism in a country in which identity 

politics has started to become possible but in which 

globalization – here, in the form of tourism – is acting to 

reduce identity to some tawdry tatters of reality. How can 

these opposing forces be reconciled, if at all? 

A third notable paper is by Ursula Cats ans is entitled “Do 

Dreams Come True? “Illegal” Young Shan Refugee Women in 

Northern Thailand: Coping with Contradictory 

(In)Securities.” Framed by the rape and murder of a young 

Thai university student, after which hundreds of migrant Shan 

people in the border region were arrested, Cats uses extensive 

qualitative research with Shan women to provide a thick 

description of their lives and the meaning she can discern 

therein. Like other examples of good qualitative research, 

Cats is able to draw the reader into the vivid but not over-

stated renditions of the lives of the studied people. 

Overall, this is a well-produced volume that helps to establish 

several research agenda with respect to Shan people and 

society. The Institute of Asian Studies is much to be 

commended for another contribution to Tai studies. 
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