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Descendents of the Kula of Non Yai Village: From Families of Travelling
Merchants to the Isan Labor Force between BE 2500-2525
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Abstract

This research was conducted as a part of an Art & Culture Maintenance
Project entitled ‘Compilation of Historical Information on the Kula Ethnic
in Ubon Ratchathani and Yasothorn Provinces.” ‘Kula’ is a term originally
used by Lanna people to refer to people of other origins. This term was
later adopted by native villagers of Non Yai Village. The Kula, however,
call themselves ‘tong su’, an ethnic subgroup of the Black Karen or Pa-O
ethnicity originally from Burma. During King Rama IV’s reign, the male Kula
travelled to Non Yai Village as merchants and settled there as ‘koei sui’
(a term describing sons-in-law who are not native to the village) in this
Tai-Lao community. In BE 2480 (1937 AD) foreigner registration was
mandated, and the Siamese Government thus categorized the Kula in the
Non Yai community as ‘foreigners’ with the last name ‘Thongsu.” Later,
younger generations of Kula started to adopt their mothers’ last names
and practice Tai-Lao cultures. This research covers three sub-topics, name-
ly, the background of the Non Yai community, the history of the Kula in
Non Yai, and Kula descendents in the Isan labor force. The findings show
that between BE 2500-2525 (1942-1977 AD), younger Kula abandoned their
native village for life in Thailand’s South construction and Bangkok. Those
who took labor jobs became lumberjacks in the railroad construction and
mine workers. Those who worked in Bangkok became warehouse guards and
auto rickshaw drivers. Motivating factors were poverty and the adventurous
drive to seek fortune like their ancestors. Life as laborers indicated that the
National Economic and Social Development Plans pushed them into the
labor force. The findings also show that descendents of Kula in the Non Yai
community are an exemplar of ethnic and cultural heterogeneity, and yet
they live in harmony with the Tai-Lao community. This is one unique social
and cultural trait in the ASEAN community.
Key words: Kula, Non Yai, ethnicity, Kula laborers
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