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State Policies, Ethnic Identity, and Forests
in China and Thailand

JANET STURGEON
School of Forestry & Environmental Studies
Yale University, Connecticut

State-building processes in many parts of the world include policies for the
integration of remote, forested areas on the borders of the state, and for the
forest-dependent communities who dwell in them. These peoples are often
ethnically different from the dominant population, and since many practice
shifting cultivation, they have come into conflict with the growing state over
territory, resources, and land use practices. My research looks at the Akha, a
hill ethnic group originating in China and now found across mountainous
mainland Southeast Asia. My study compares Akha in China and Thailand to
discover how Akha access to resources and land management have changed
and persisted since the 1930s under these vastly different political economies
and state structures. In China the Akha are subsumed under the larger group-
ing of Hani, one of the 56 officially recognized ethnic groups in China. The
Hani in Xishuangbanna call themselves Akha, the same name used in
Thailand; Akha here refers to both groups.

As of the Revolution in China in 1949, all residents were automatically citi-
zens of the New China. In the 1950s the state sent out teams to identify all
the ethnic minority groups, or what are called minority nationalities, and to
evaluate them according to the modes of production. A plan was devised for
each minority nationality to bring it up to a socialist mode of production and
into modern civilization. As citizens, Akha were then included in land use
policies that affected all rural farmers. The major policy shifts in property
rights and levels of management were three: 1) land reform in the early
1950s, when agricultural land was wrested from landlords and distributed to
farmers, 2) collectivization in 1958, when villages were designated as produc-
tion teams and organized into communes, and 3) the economic reforms
beginning in 1982-83, when commune land was distributed to villages and
households. The one notable difference for Akha and other hill groups was
that in 1982-83 each household acquired shifting cultivation land in addition
to wet rice fields and areas of forest. Since the early 1980s, extension efforts
have encouraged planting cash crops and perennials in swiddens to contribute
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to growing markets. Discussion of hill groups by government
officials today refers not to their mode of production, but
rather to how "developed" they are. The extension of perenni-
als is also gradually bringing an end to shifting cultivation,
which is seen by policy makers in China as degrading to the
environment.

Property rights and levels of management for forest land in
China have also shifted numerous times since 1949. While
large forests came under the new Ministry of Forestry in the
early 1950s, about two-thirds of forest land were allocated ini-
tially to households, and later collectivized in the late 1950s.
When land was again redistributed in the early 1980s, new
areas of state forest and nature reserves were designated as
belonging to state agencies. The Kunming Institute of Botany
reports that about 70% of forest area in China is now in the
hands of villages and households (Xu 1996).

In Thailand the policy history for forests and hill ethnic
minorities is quite different. Since the Thai nation was mod-
eled on capitalist states in Europe, especially Britain, the gov-
ernment in Bangkok created a Royal Forestry Department
(RED) in 1896, and in 1898 allocated to the RFD all "unoc-
cupied" territory in what was then Siam. "Unoccupied" terri-
tory in the north was inhabited by various hill ethnic groups,
who in some cases had been there for generations. Apart from
areas of teak concessions, however, the RFD was not too con-
cerned about who lived in its vast "unoccupied" area. By the
1960s, when the Thai state began to emphasize rapid econom-
ic growth based on capitalist models of development, the gov-
ernment granted timber concessions to logging companies on
a rotational basis throughout almost half of Thailand's land
area. This capitalist transformation was based on notions of
state and individually held private property, with forests as
state assets.

In the early 20th century, in a process Thongchai (1997)
describes as "self-civilizing," since Thailand was not formally
colonized, the king and other elites undertook state building
to emulate Europe. Part of this effort involved instilling
nationalism in the populace, and describing a notion of "Thai-
ness" inhering in lowland wet rice cultivators who spoke Thai,
were Buddhist, and were subjects of the king. Increasingly this
shaping of Thai identity contributed to an understanding of
who were citizens of the new nation-state of Thailand, and it
did not include non-Thai speaking, upland rice growing eth-
nic minorities. With the development drive based on logging
in the 1960s the state had to come to terms with those who
lived in the forests. Policy makers began to call the ethnic
minorities who lived in the north "hill tribes," beginning a
construction of these particular groups as "not Thai" and
"squatters in the forest" (Pinkaew 1997). "Hill tribes" came
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