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From Second-hand Clothes to Souvenirs:
The Cultural Trade in Hmong Handicrafts

Chie MIYAWAKIT*

This paper explores why handicrafts made by hill tribes, particularly the Hmong, are prevalent
souvenirs processed in Chiang Mai, Thailand. It will analyze the meaning of ethnic clothing once it
is separated from its original wearers.

Since the 1970s, souvenirs made from the hill tribes’ handicrafts began to be sold in Chiang Mai,
an international tourist city. As the types of souvenirs shifted from small fashion accessories and
fabric goods to clothing based on Western-style garments, the demand for second-hand clothes
worn by hill tribe increased. The supply source for these garments became Wenshan Zhuang and
the Miao Autonomous Prefecture in Yunnan Province, China.

In this paper, I first reconstruct the process of transforming hill tribe handicrafts into souvenirs in
Chiang Mai and illuminate how second-hand clothes began to be transported from China to
Thailand. Furthermore, T will detail the collection and distribution processes of Hmong second-
hand clothes in Wenshan—an area that has rarely been discussed—by focusing on the practices of
the Han Chinese intermediaries involved. Finally, I will reveal six factors that explain why the
souvenirs processed from hill tribe materials predominantly feature Hmong items.

The cross-border movement of Hmong second-hand clothes can be understood as a natural
choice for both the Han intermediaries and the Hmong people of Wenshan resulting from the
convergence of several factors. However, in context in which traditional craftsmanship is
disappearing, the large stockpiles of second-hand clothing hold the simultaneous potential to

become a new cultural repository imbued with renewed meaning for the Hmong people.

Keywords

Hmong(Miao), handicrafts, souvenirs, Yunnan, Chiang Mai

* Nanzan University
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