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 Contested Citizenship: Cards, Colors and the Culture of Identification1

 Pinkaew  Laungaramsri

Introduction

On Friday September 8, 2005, more than 800 villagers from border communities of 

Tha Ton subdistrict, Mae Ai district, Chiang Mai province gathered before the 

Administration Court building in Chiang Mai as they listened to the reading of a verdict  

which ruled that a Mae Ai district office order to remove the name of 1,243 villagers from 

the household registration was unlawful. The court verdict came as a result of many years 

of local effort to regain their citizenship after it was revoked by the district office in 

February 2002. For Mae Ai district officials, the rationale for such revocation was based on  

their belief that these people were not “Thai.” This is simply because these people have 

never been permanent residents, as they constantly cross the borders between Thailand and 

Burma. Some of them have even obtained “the pink card,” the identification card for 

displaced person with Burmese nationality. Local people, however, argued that they once 

had the Thai ID card before moving out of the villages due to political turbulence between 

the Burmese army and ethnic insurgency in that area in 1971. Since they lost the Thai ID 

cards, their subsequent acquisition of “the pink card” was because of fear of deportation. 

District and local disputes went on for several years with no progress, as all the relevant 

documents stored at the district office which could have been used for verification were 

burned up in a 1976 fire accident. As a result, the Tha Ton villagers had no choice but to 

file a lawsuit against the Local Authority Department, and it was successful. 

1 In Ethnicity, Borders, and the Grassroots Interface with the state: Studies on Mainland Southeast Asia in 
Honor of Charles F. Keyes, John Amos (ed.), Silkworm Books, Forthcoming
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The politics of identification cards in the Mae Ai case is representative of the 

unsettling relation between state and citizenship in the border area. Over the past three 

decades, cards have become the strategic tool used by the state to differentiate the Thai 

from the non-Thai other. Issuance and revocation of cards for border-crossing people have 

become common state practices. At the same time, amendments of the Nationality Act are 

enacted now and then, changing the legal definition of a Thai citizen. As more colors have 

been assigned to new identification cards, cards and confusion about them increasingly 

complicate the interaction between state and people. And widespread card dispute and 

scandal proliferate.     

In tracing the geneology of the scientific modes of classification of ethnic 

differences used by the modern nation-state in Asia, Keyes maintains that the political 

application of such science has not only resulted in the production of hierarchical order but 

also the fixing of national and thus ethic boundaries (Keyes 2002).  These ethnological 

projects of classification undertaken in various countries of Asia, though based on flawed 

assumptions, have served as a powerful tool in differentiating between the national and the 

ethnic other. I would argue further that the ways ethnic classifications become operational 

in a society, as both tools of the state and a sign of its capacity, depend on an effective 

methodology. As Scott (1998:2-3) suggests, the modern state’s project to appropriate, 

control, and manipulate the cultural diversity of its inhabitants is carried out through tools 

of simplification and legibility, by “rationalizing and standardizing what was a social 

hieroglyph into a legible and administratively more convenient format" (p.2-3). In the case 

of Thailand, I maintain that a methodological tool that has powerfully rendered ethnic 

diversity legible is the system of identification cards, which serves a dual function of  

national embrace and dis-embrace. A product of the cold war era, such a system is not 
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merely a means by which the state controls populations but is constitutive of the sovereign 

nation-state itself. By tracing the history of the identification card system and shifting ideas 

of citizenship, this paper explores the changing relations between the state and its subjects. 

Inconsistent functions and meanings of cards assigned to different groups of people reflect 

the state’s unstable notions of citizenship and anxiety towards mobility. Who counts as 

“members” and as “different,” and where and when difference may legitimately be 

represented, are historically contingent. In the case of Thailand, the inherent instability in 

both the meaning and the limits of citizenship identity and difference is well-illustrated at 

the border whereas shifting card practices reveal the constant negotiation between forces of 

normalization and differentiation, and of national security and economic liberalization. As 

the state’s attempt to define people is often incomplete, the deployment of the state’s 

methods of identification among the people so designated always implies tension and 

contestation. Re-appropriation and reinterpretation of identification cards has been a 

strategic means of negotiation by the people classified as the non-Thai other. It is in this 

context that the notion of citizenship  is often problematic, while the project of classifying 

and defining peoples will thus forever remain, as Keyes argues,  “work in progress” 

(2002:1194).  

The Embracing Citizenship

When the idea of citizenship was first introduced in Thailand in the early twentieth 

century, it was not really clear what it meant. Since the reign of King Chulalongkorn, 

colonial expansion has made it inevitable for the Siamese elite to rethink the once diverse 

ethnic conglomeration of Siam as a homogenous Thai nation, employing a European 

ideology of race. The creation of Thai nationality was carried out in the form David 
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Streckfuss calls “reverse-Orientalism”—the transformation of the other into Thai as a form 

of resistance against European colonialism. The materialization of “Thai nationality” was 

carried out by the subsequent King Vajiravudh (Rama VI). Interestingly, what concerned  

him was not how to define citizenship but rather how to turn the non-Thai subject into a 

Thai citizen. The Naturalization Act was then implemented in 1911, prior to the first 

Nationality Act in 1913. As Saichol (2005) notes, competing Chinese nationalism, 

widespread among overseas Chinese in Siam, was alarming, and one way to suppress the 

increasing mobilization and politicization of Chinese nationalist sentiment was through 

assimilation. The significant requirement of official naturalization was that those eligible to 

be citizens had to prove they had had at least five years residency in the Kingdom. At the 

same time, offspring of those with approved citizenship were automatically eligible to 

become citizens.  

In the reign of King Rama VI, assimilation through legal naturalization served as a 

means to orient the people who the King defined as “born as Thai, being Chinese as 

vocation, registered as English” (Saichol, ibid.) and to transform them into Thais in soul 

and spirit. Legal naturalization was a characteristic strategy of “Thai-ization” (kan klai pen 

thai) and a state attempt at monopolization of the Thai nationalism. In keeping with the 

trajectory of transforming the multi-ethnic kingdom into an exclusive nation-state, the 

newly modern Thai state has continued to define Thai nationality by cultural qualities 

associated with the three elements of Thai language, Buddhism, and loyalty to the King. 

However, such effort at the homogenization of Thai national identity did not receive much 

of support by the Chinese, who constantly challenged the hegemonic notion of the Thai 

nation and thus rendered the project of assimilation problematic.
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Despite the widespread propagation of Thai nationalism, Thailand’s 1911 

Nationalization Act and 1913 Nationality Act did not define citizenship, nor its rights and 

obligations. If citizenship means “full membership in the community” (Marshall 1950), the 

nature of the legal bond between the members and their Thai community and an elaboration 

of what legal status of membership means is absent from the text. In the early period, 

citizenship was a somewhat ambiguous notion of incorporation that did not yet enter the 

realm of administrative apparatus. Although, a naturalization certificate was issued, it was 

not a national identification document and was not used by the state as a means for identity 

control. State’s attempt to regulate movement across national boundaries was also in its 

infancy. The unsettling notion of a means of embracing citizenship, with loosely regulatory 

mechanisms, thus allowed for the possibility of interpretation and negotiation. As a result, 

for non-Thai, particularly Chinese, to be Thai or not to be Thai remained a political and 

cultural choice which could be maneuverable.  . However, such possibility became 

increasingly difficulty with the development of a state identification card system in the 

middle of the twentieth century. 

Culture of Identification and the Proprietary Citizenship

Since 1932, in the post-absolute monarchy era, official thinking about citizenship 

has undergone a significant shift.  Under the regime of Phibun Songkram, Thai race 

(chonchat thai) had been emphasized as the significant trait of Thai nationality. The 

emphasis on Thai race as the basis of nationalism served multiple purposes--to undermine 

the previous idea of Thainess centered around the allegiance to the monarchy, to exclude 
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the Chinese from the political sphere, and to provide a protective ring against communist 

expansion (Saichol 2005, Keyes 2002). At the same time, the dream of a unified Thai 

nationality extended across national boundaries, culminating in a short-lived pan-Thai 

movement (see Keyes 2002, Crosby 1945). It was also in the reign of Phibun Songkram 

that “Thai” was turned into an official identity making people’s identities and nationality 

within the boundary of the nation-state.  In 1939, Siam was renamed Thailand, the country 

that defined “Thai” as its culture, citizenship, and territory. In 1943, the regime launched a 

first experimental identification card, authorized by the Identification Card Act. This card 

applied to Thai who resided in Pranakorn (Bangkok) and Thonburi provinces.

The invention of Thai identity cards used in conjunction with the household 

registration document represents a new method of the Thai state authority to circumscribe, 

register, regiment, and observe people within their jurisdictions. The identification card as a 

form of state power was necessary not only because of the bureaucratic control it entailed, 

but also because it implied the establishment of citizenship by binding body, identity, and 

citizenship together. It is worth noting that state inscription on population is by no means a 

recently modern project. In pre-modern Siam, the most effective control of corvee labor 

was carried out through methods of body marking, the tattooing of the wrist of a phrai 

luang (commoner who worked for the King), identifying the name of city and master. 

Unlike tattooing and other pre-modern forms of registration, the purpose of modern 

state inscription through identification card is not for labor control but to ensure the 

national loyalty of the subject of the state. The card has also brought with it the notion of 

proprietary citizenship that allows the state to maintain direct, continual, and specific 

contact between its ruling bureaucracy and its citizenry. However, one enduring problem 
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the state faced in constructing a system of official identification was how to articulate 

identity to a person/body in a consistent and reliable way. As body and identity has never 

been in permanent or fixed connection, the task of describing identity accurately and 

consistently was a major challenge to the state. Thorough technologies must then be 

designed to facilitate the identification process. Binding identity to the body was thus done 

by technologies which included photographs, signatures, and fingerprints, and by the use of 

legal practices, for example, the requirement to carry identification cards at all time.

Picture 1:  The first Thai identification card (1943)

Picture 2: The second Thai identification card (1963)
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Picture 3: The third Thai identification card 

with 13 digits (1988)  

Picture4: The fourth Thai identification card with magnetic stripe(1996)

Picture 5: The smart card (2006)
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The state’s notion of proprietary citizenship through the enforcement of 

identification cards has not only served to fix identity and loyalty as subject  to one nation-

state, but has also been used as a powerful tool to discipline stubborn/bad subjects. In the 

history of suppression tactics, identification card inspection has been employed as a state’s 

means of surveillance and punishment against popular demonstrations and political 

movements. The historical construction of official Thai identity epitomizes the state’s 

attempt to establish a form of ownership over individual citizens, reflected in different 

technologies of identification. Proprietary citizenship has been exercised through the 

making of a permanent, indelible identity which is lasting, unchangeable, always 

recognizable and provable. Identification cards as a function of state capacity to create 

documentary evidence and bureaucratic records have enabled the state to recognize specific 

individuals. Official Thai identity acquires its meaning and power not only through the 

system of classification but also through the active interactions with the state machinery 

which constantly monitors, regulates and guides personal conduct, thus legitimizing the 

state’s intimate bond with its citizen.  

Cards, Colors and the Contingent Citizenship

Although citizenship is commonly regarded as a matter of the relations between 

individuals and the state to which they belong, it is also one of the markers used by states in 

their attempt to regulate the movement of people across borders. Citizenship at the border is 

often historically volatile, reflecting the state’s changing view towards border and mobility.  

In its transformation towards the modern nation-state, government of people gave way to 

government of territory, so the need for clearly bounded divisions of ownership and control 

correspondingly increased, with the border becoming a state weapon (Wilson and Donnan 
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1998:8-9). Nevertheless, the effective control of territory also depends on the way in which 

identity can be effectively regulated.  

Despite the fact that immigration has been always central to the process of nation-

building, the historical connection between route and root (Clifford 1997) as basis of 

societal formation has often been written out of the collective memories of the modern 

nation-state. Fluid boundaries have been suppressed by territoriality as one of the first 

conditions of the state’s existence, and the sine qua non of its borders (Wilson and Donnan 

1998).  As Castles and Davidson (2000) note, the regulation of immigration is only a recent 

phenomenon, dating from the late nineteenth century, while state policies to integrate 

immigrants or regulate ‘community relations’ date only from the 1960s. Yet, assimilation 

and differential exclusion have been made natural and inevitable processes of what Castles 

and Davidson call the controllability of difference (ibid.). 

Whereas borders represent spatial and temporal records of relationship between 

people and state, such records often include the state’s anxiety towards mobility across 

national boundaries. Contingent citizenship is therefore a product of shifting state-ethnic 

relations at and across borders as mediated by diverse ideological and political economic 

forces at different periods of time. Such forces, which oscillate between inclusion and 

exclusion, have been played out both symbolically and concretely,  constituting a “politics 

of presence,” as “an embodied enactment of toleration or intolerance” (Yuval-Davis and 

Werbner 1999:4). In the case Thailand, the politics of presence is well illustrated in the 

complex yet arbitrary systems of identification cards at the border.

The post-World War II borders of Thailand can be characterized by a tension 
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between national security ideology and forces of economic integration. Between 1965-

1985, borders have become highly politicized with the migration influx of refugees, 

displaced people, and political asylum seekers. On the Thai-Burmese border, the Thai state 

indirectly supported the armed forces of ethnic minorities that were fighting the 

government of Burma, as a kind of “buffer state” (Caouette, Archavanitkul, and Pyne 

2000). The security policy of this period was designed in order to prevent the invasion of 

communism from nearby countries (ibid.). It was in this period that the so-called “colored 

cards” (bat si) were designed as a means of securing the borders through certifying 

individual identity and controlling movement across the border. Most of these diverse 

identification card programs were poorly planned and lacked consistent rationales (e.g., 

what counts as immigrant can vary depending on date of entry into Thailand, ethnic 

identity, and political history), resulting in confusion rather than effective measures of 

control. Throughout the two decades of “colored cards” and registration of people classified 

as non-Thai others, the implementation of differential exclusion has often been in a state of 

flux. For example, some cards might be eliminated, leaving the card holders with no future, 

while others were upgraded to a Thai identification card. After 1989, with the waning of the 

cold war era, borders acquired new meaning as a gateway to economic integration. New 

types of cards have been invented for “alien labor” (raeng ngan tang dao), as a means to 

both regulate the flow of cross-border immigrants and reap benefits from new economic 

resources. While controversy regarding alien identity cards has escalated and the demand 

for Thai identification cards among hill people and migrant workers has intensified, “ID 

card scams” have become widespread, adding further chaos to the colored card scheme. 

Table 1  Chronology of Implementation of “Colored Cards” for Non-Thai Citizens in 
Thailand
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Year Identification Cards  Status

1967 Vietnamese Refugee ID 
Cards (White Cards 
with a Blue Border)

Children of Vietnamese 
Refugees who entered into 
Thailand between 1945-1946 
were eligible for Thai 
citizenship.
Vietnamese refugees who have 
not acquired Thai citizenship 
must ask permission from 
governors before traveling out 
of residential provinces.

Issued by Police Department

1  st   batch   
Issued :24/08/67
Expired:23/08/1973
2  nd   batch  
Issued:2/08/1980
Expired:1/08/192
3  rd   batch   extended 
2nd batch to 
3/12/1988
4  th   batch  
Issued: 19/07/1990
Expired:18/07/1995
5th batch
Expired:26/08/1997

1969-
1970

Hill Tribe Coins No longer in use.

Issued by Depart of 
Administration

Used as verification 
of settlement in 
Thai Kingdome 
between 1969-
1970.

Widespread selling 
of coins and 
difficulty in 
establishing proof.

1970 Former Kuo Min Tang 
Soldier ID Cards 
(White Cards) 

Cabinet Resolution on 
6/10/1970 assigned immigrant 
status to former KMT soldiers.
Cabinet Resolution on 
30/05/1978 allowed legal 
naturalization of former KMT 
soldiers for their contribution 
to the Thai nation (fighting 
communists). 
Cabinet Resolution on 
12/06/1984 allowed children of 
former KMT soldiers to 

Three batches of 
IDs have been 
issued.
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acquire Thai citizenship.
Those who have not yet 
acquired Thai citizenship must 
ask permission from governors 
before traveling out of 
residential province.

1976 Immigrants with Thai 
Race from Ko Kong, 
Cambodia
(Green Cards)

Issued for former Thai citizens 
and their children whose 
citizenship was removed when 
Ko Kong was returned to 
Cambodia. 

Three batches were 
issued between 
1976-1989 

1977 Illegal Immigrants (with 
Thai Race) from 
Cambodia
(White Cards with Red 
Border)

As of present date, no official 
status has yet been assigned. 

Immigrants with 
Thai race from 
Cambodia who 
entered into 
Thailand after 
15/11/1977. Thai 
government has 
used this date to 
separate legal from 
illegal immigrants 
from Cambodia. 
Most of this group 
resides in Trad 
Province.
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1978 Displaced Person with 
Burmese Nationality ID 
Cards
(Pink Cards) 

Cabinet Resolution on 
29/08/2000 assigned alien 
status to Pink Card holders. 
Children of this group born 
between 24/12/1972-
25/02/1976 were eligible for  
Thai citizenship. 

Three batches were 
issued between 
1976-1993) for 
ethnic groups from 
Burma who entered 
into Thailand before 
9/03/1976

1984 Haw Chinese Immigrant 
ID Cards
(Yellow Cards) 

Cabinet Resolution on 
21/06/1984 assigned the status 
of legal immigrants to those 
who entered into Thailand 
between 1950-1961.

Children of Haw Chinese 
immigrants whose citizenship 
were removed are eligible  to 
regain their citizenship. 

Four batches were 
issued. 
This card is applied 
to former soldiers 
of KMT and their 
families who 
entered into 
Thailand  
between 1950-1961 
and could not return 
home country for 
political reason. 
These immigrants 
resided mainly in 
Chiang Mai, Chiang 
Rai, and Mae Hong 
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Son provinces. 

1987 Nepalese Immigrant ID 
Cards
(Green Cards)

Formerly classified as 
Displaced Person with 
Burmese Nationality. 

Cabinet Resolution on 
29/08/2000 assigned a status of 
legal immigrant and children 
who were born between 
24/12/1972-25/02/1992 were 
eligible for Thai citizenship.

Entered into 
Thailand in Thong 
Pha Bhum, 
Kanchanaburi 
Province.

1988 Independent Haw 
Chinese ID Cards 
(Orange Cards) 

Cabinet Resolution on 
27/12/1988 assigned a 
temporary residential status.
Cabinet Resolution on 
29/08/2000 assigned a legal 
immigrant status for those who 
entered the country before 
3/10/1985, and illegal status 
for those who entered 
afterwards. Children who were 
born between 14/12/1972-
25/02/1992 are eligible for 
Thai citizenship.

Entered into 
Thailand between 
1962-1978.

This card is applied 
to relatives of 
former soldiers of 
KMT who migrated 
into Thailand 
between 1962-
1978.  
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1989-
1990

Former Malayu 
Communist ID Cards 
(Green Cards)

Cabinet Resolution on 
30/10/1990 assigned legal 
status and granted citizenship 
to children who were born in 
Thailand

1990-
1991

Highlander ID Cards
(Blue Cards)

Approved by Cabinet 
Resolution on 5/06/1999.
Highlanders are classified into 
two types: 1. nine groups of 
hilltribes
          2. non-hilltribes, 
e.g.,Shan, Mon, Burmese, etc.
Legal status are granted to 
those who entered into 
Thailand before 3/10/1985 and 
are eligible for Thai 
citizenship. Children of those 
who entered before 3/10/1985 
and born between 14/12/1972-
25/02/1985 are eligible for 
Thai citizenship.

Surveyed and 
registered by 
District and Dept.of 
Administration.
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1991 Malbri ID Cards
(Blue Cards)

Classified as “highlanders”, 
considered as indigenous 
people of Phrae and Nan 
provinces. Entitled to Thai 
citizenship.

1991 Displaced Person with 
Thai Race and Burmese 
Nationality
(Yellow Cards with 
Blue Border)

The Thais who resided at the 
borders between Siam and 
Burma before boundary 
demarcation in the reign of 
King Rama V. and refused to  
move across the border after 
the demarcation finished. 
Political tension between 
SLORC and ethnic insurgency 
along the borders resulted in 
the movements of these Thais 
into Prachaub Kirikhan, 
Chumporn, Ranong, and Tak 
provinces.
Cabinet Resolution approved 
the naturalization of the people 
who entered into Thailand 
before 10/03/1976.

First batch used the 
same card with 
Displaced Person 
with Burmese 
Nationality but 
added a stamp 
indicating “with 
Thai Race.”

1991 Laotian Immigrant ID The Laotians who moved to First batch used the  
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Cards
(Blue Cards)

live with relatives in 
Nongkhai, Ubon Ratchathani, 
Loei, Nakorn Phanom, 
Mukdaharn, Utaradit, Chiang 
Rai, and Nan provinces (not 
the ones in refugee camps).
As of present date, no official 
status has been assigned. 
Children are not eligible for 
Thai citizenship. 
Issued according to policies by 
the National Security Council 
and the Second Regional 
Army.  

Highlander ID 
Cards (crossing 
Highlander and 
adding Laotian 
Immigrant), due to 
limited budgets). 

1994 Thai Lue ID Cards
(Orange Cards)

Considered as Thai race 
originally resided in 
Sipsongpanna, Yunnan, China. 
Cabinet Resolution on 
17/03/1992 assigned a legal 
immigrant status.
Children born in Thailand are 
eligible for Thai citizenship.

Two batches were 
issued.
Formerly classified 
in the same group 
as Displaced Person 
with Burmese 
Nationality (Pink or 
Blue Cards).

1996 Hill Tribe outside 
Residential Area ID 
Cards (Hmong refugees 
in Tham Kabok, Saraburi 

Will be deported to third 
countries.

Two batches were 
issued.

Population: 14,602
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province)
1999 Highlander’s Survey 

Cards
(Green Cards with Red 
Border)

Issued according to the Master 
Plan for Development of 
Communities, Environment 
and Opium Control. Started in 
Tak Province in 1998. 
Cabinet Resolution on 
29/08/2000 required that card 
holders verify their status 
within one year. 

Surveyed and 
registered in order 
to determined 
appropriate statuses 
according to 
Nationality Law. 

1992-
2004

Alien Labor Cards
(Bat Raeng Ngan Tang 
Dao)

Cabinet Resolution on 
17/03/1992 allowed temporary 
residency for illegal migrant 
workers in four commercial 
provinces—Chiang Rai, Tak, 
Kanchanaburi, and Ranong. 
Workers must have work 
permits. 
Cabinet Resolution on 
25/06/1996 extended residency 
for illegal migrant workers for 
2 years. This applied to 
workers of three nationalities 
including Burmese, 
Cambodian, and Laotian who 
work in 11 industries in 43 
provinces, and workers must 
register and acquire work 
permits. Subsequent cabinet 
resolutions extend periods of 
stay for these workers  every 
year. 

Nine batches (nine 
extensions) were 
issued between 
1992-2004

2007 Highland ID Cards Fist batch started in 
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(Pink Cards: Electronic 
with 13 digits and a 
magnetic stripe)

2007 and will 
replace the former 
highland ID cards 
(both for hill tribes 
and non-hill tribes)

Source: Adapted from Darunee Paisanpanichkul 2005

Since 1967 there have been at least 17 different kinds of ID cards imposed on the 

different groups of immigrants who entered into Thailand in different periods of time and 

with different reasons. The system of identity designation by cards is rather chaotic, 

inconsistent, and arbitrary.  While different deadlines of entry into Thailand have been set 

to differentiate Thai from non-Thai citizens, types of immigrants were unevenly 

categorized, using random criteria of ethnicity, political ideology, or elevation. Discursive 

policies regarding border and border crossing have also been present. At a time of political 

pressure shaped by an ideology of national security, the attitude towards immigrants was 

restrictive, resulting in an assertion of clear separation of members of different categories 

from others, “us” from “them.”  However, in periods of economic liberalism and national 

prosperity, policy often entails permissive approaches towards population movement and 

political rhetoric about the importance of open borders. Immigration policies today are still 

characterized by the shifting motivations of the state, between limiting its obligation toward 

immigrants and ensuring the availability of human resources the immigrants supply to the 

Thai economy. As a result, restrictions on temporary residency and alien labor ID cards 

have become more extensive every year, with fees required by state agencies increasing.



21

Contested Citizenship and the Everyday Practice of ID Cards

Writing from a feminist perspective, Werbner and Yuval-Davis (1999) propose to 

look at citizenship as a contested terrain. As unsettling collective forces, the degree to 

which the political agency of subjects determines or is determined by such forces is key to 

everyday politics of citizenship. As they argue, rather than being simply an imposed 

political construct of identity, citizenship as a subjectivity is “deeply dialogical, 

encapsulating specific, historically, inflected, cultural and social assumptions about 

similarity and difference” (p.3). Negotiating citizenship has brought about different cultures 

of identification in which the relationship between state and citizen and the  non-citizen 

other is re-interpreted.

Everyday practice in the use of identification cards by Thai and non-Thai citizens 

challenges claims to authority in determining who belongs to the nation-state and who does 

not, as a central component of sovereignty.  Throughout the history of citizenship making, 

wherever identification cards have been invented and implemented--as the state attempts to 

classify subjects residing within or attempting to enter state territories by controlling their 

mobility and demanding--total allegiance--such attempts have also been contested by local 

people. Various card practices ranging from discarding/returning the cards (khuen bat 

prachachon), burning the cards (phao bat prachachon), or refusing to apply for 

identification cards have become a symbolic protest against the hegemonic idea of what it 

means to be “Thai.” For over three decades, as the state has attempted increasingly to 

enforce the ID card system, the cards have also been turned into a battlefield by marginal 

groups in negotiating their position with the nation-state. The performative character of 

cards has become a subversive tool of local critique against a government which is often 
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indifferent or weak in taking care of poor and marginal communities.  Some examples of 

grassroot’s  political practice of  ID cards are illustrated below. 

Three hundred farmers from the People’s Network in 4 Regions have decided to call 

off their demonstration after camping in front of the government house since 12 

March 2007. The demonstration did not receive any clear answer from the 

government regarding the way to solve their debt problems. The group which 

included elderly and children showed their disappointment pertaining to the Cabinet 

Resolution on 27 March which did not issue any measurement relating to their 

problem. It was clear that the government was not only unresponsive but also 

indifferent to local demand. The group has then planned to march to meet the 

members of the National Legislative Assembly before walking on foot to Lao PDR in 

order to set up a Center of Stateless People and will ask for a permission to reside 

there. Before entering into Lao PDR, the group will return their ID cards to the Thai 

government at the immigration office at the border.                               

Daily News 28/03/2007 

If (the government) passes this (National Security) Act, there will be two states ruling 

the country. The constitution will be meaningless… (We) will have to fight 

forcefully…particularly, the Human Right Commission and academics must join 

together in resigning (from members of  National Legislative Assemby)… We must 

stage a symbolic protest. If (the Council for National Security) refuses to stop, (we) 

must turn down the 2007 Constitution, though it has improved from the one in 1997. 

For the people, they must join together in the burning of identification cards as a 

strategic means to reject the power of the dictatorship.
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Pipob Thongchai, member of the Committee for the Campaign for Democracy 

(08/2007)

If citizenship is a product of the creation of the modern nation-state, one of the great 

paradoxes of such construction is that the process of control and constraint entails also 

constitutes a moment of emancipation. Like all hegemonic discourses, modern citizenship 

has never been absolute. While the identification card is fundamental to proprietary 

citizenship, it has been re-appropriated and used as a dialogical tool by people in expanding 

participatory politics which call for a righteous state. It is within this terrain that autonomy 

and the right to be different are pitched against the regulating forces of the state 

identification system and its demand for definite national belonging. Like state-formation 

itself, constructing citizenship has been not only a problematic and unfinished process of 

defining boundaries and identities but also a project of reworking social and political 

practices.

One interesting arena of local reworking of citizenship is at the border. As a 

counter-construction of citizenship (Cheater 1999), border crossing and multiple identities 

practiced by both individuals and families undermine the rhetoric of unified solidarity and 

singular national identity. In his study of ethnic minorities at the Thai and Malaysian 

borders, Horstmann (2002) notes that dual citizenship and the holding of multiple 

identification cards constitute an important strategy employed by the “trapped minorities”  

in response to the state’s rigid boundary surveillance and citizenship policy. Multiple 

citizenship rights have been acquired by these minorities through various means, including 

the registration of children’s birth at a location across the border, marriage, making use of 

kinship relations or inventing them, and applying for naturalization. Horstmann argues that 
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the adoption of dual citizenship not only reflects the plurality of local social life,  but has 

played a long historical role in relations between the social worlds of Thai and Malay 

communities cutting across national identities (ibid.). Border populations therefore use the 

documents of the state to their personal advantage, producing their identity cards to 

facilitate border crossings.

Similar practices are also found among members of border communities and 

immigrants along the border between Thailand and Burma, where identities are fixed by 

different kinds of “colored identification cards.” Arranged adoption of children of 

immigrant parents from Burma whose legal status remains uncertain by Thai citizens is a 

fast-lane strategy to guarantee permanent citizenship for the youths. Through adoption 

strategy, young children will also be able to have access to a better education, as they are 

entitled to with Thai citizenship. As different kinds of identification cards for immigrants 

are issued every year in different provinces and with different purposes, with no clear 

information about which cards will promote a more promising status, acquisition of 

multiple “colored cards” has been a speculative strategy among individual migrants. In my 

interview with a family of Piang Luang village, a border community between the Shan 

states in Burma and Wiang Haeng District in Thailand’s Chiang Mai province, four 

members in the same family, including father, mother, and two children, have obtained 

three different kinds of identification cards. While still residing in Chiang Rai province, the 

father used to have a “yellow card” (Haw Chinese Immigrant ID Card), the status to which 

he is entitled as a son of a former KMT soldier. After getting married to his wife, who lives 

in Wiang Haeng district, he has not decided to abandon the “yellow card” but is now 

applying for a “pink card” (new electronic highlander ID Card). According to him, the 
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“yellow card” does not have any future. His wife has had a “pink card” since she moved 

into Thailand. The two children, however, have been adopted by two different Thai families 

and thus have different last names from their parents and from each other. 

For ethnic minorities at the border and immigrants from Burma alike, colored 

identification cards have become assets with different kinds of value which have been 

accumulated and used to upgrade their status. The process of obtaining these cards is of 

course illegal and involves various schematic scams. Some ethnic hill people who have 

settled in Thailand long enough might work as brokers who travel to many villages in order 

to buy Thai ID cards from relatives of the deceased and sell them to the new immigrants.  

Many Shan immigrants from Burma who have no card of their own might make deals with 

friends in the hill village, adding their names into the house registration documents in order 

to obtain ID cards for highlanders.  It is common that people who live at the border or in a 

refugee camp such as the one in Mae Sot district, Tak province might carry more than one 

card and use each of them for different purposes.  ID cards are therefore  not only the state 

instrument of control but survival resources to be assessed, classified, and circulated 

according to a hierarchy of values which is usually predicated on the degree to which a 

given card can be turned into Thai citizenship and how much freedom of mobility it entails. 

Immigrants who have no cards are often considered as the poorest and most marginal, 

because if they are arrested they can be immediately deported to their home countries. The 

“alien labor card” (work permit for illegal immigrants) is considered as valueless as it 

allows only limited freedom of mobility. A migrant worker with this card is prohibited from 

traveling outside the vicinity of the work place. As a result, the person  who holds the “alien 

labor card” will try at best to obtain a more “valuable” card which allows more freedom of 



26

movement, such as a green card with red border, a pink card, or even a Thai nationality 

card. Negotiating mobility has thus been an integral part of redefining citizenship among 

immigrants and members of border communities in Thailand. 

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have tried to capture the shifting and conflicting constructions of 

citizenship and its complex apparatus of ID card systems. I have argued that the culture of 

identification in Thailand is characterized by its tension and contradiction, the product of 

the interplay between shifting official forms of domination and control and minorities’ 

experimentation and everyday practice. 

The state’s chaotic system of classification of nationality is often actively learned 

and re-interpreted in the local understanding of citizenship. While state differentiation 

between Thai nationals and alien others has long been integral to the process of nation-

building such attempts have often been contested. Informal politics thus plays a crucial role 

in shaping citizenship discourse among the Thai as well as among non-Thai immigrants. 

Cards and colors, as a powerful technique of statecraft deployed to control mobility and fix 

the identity of border-crossing people, have often been employed by the non-Thai subjects 

as assets for circulation and tools for negotiation. The population of immigrants has been 

turned arbitrarily into an ambiguous ethnic category of non-Thai minorities; such 

transformation has often been in flux, resulting in diverse translations of everyday-life 

notions of citizenship. Contested citizenship constitutes therefore a reworking of national 

identification as something alive and exciting--involving a multiplicity of actors struggling 

in an enlarged political sphere extending beyond the constrictions of legality. It is in this 

realm that the non-Thai other is allowed the possibility of being both subjectified and 
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subject-making in the unstable state-ethnic relationship of modern Thai society.
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