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Abstract: The Tai-Dai ethno-linguistic groups are widely distributed across diverse
ecological zones in East, South, and Southeast Asia. Despite their geographical dis-
persion and differing socio-political contexts, they share a profound common founda-
tion in language, culture, and worldview. This article examines the cultural ecosystem
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1. Introduction & Objectives

The emergence of "Tai states" first appeared in historical records during the late 12th to 13th
centuries, followed by a major expansion of settlements from the 13th to the 16th centuries. This ex-
pansion spanned the river basins of southern China and the upper regions of Southeast Asia, marking
an era of Tai state-building that preserved and transmitted the language and culture manifested in his-
torical polities such as Mong Mao Long, Chiang Rung, Chiang Tung, Chiang Rai, Chiang Mai, Houa-
phan, Sipsong Chutai, and Sukhothai [1-3]. Despite the geographical dispersion of these Tai groups
and their differing political and socio-ecological contexts, they still share a common foundation in lan-
guage, culture, and worldview. Most notably, their shared culture of lowland wet-rice cultivation referred
to in the Tai-Lao languages as "het na mueang lum" (farming in the lowlands) serves as a crucial cor-
nerstone in the formation of Tai civilization across Southeast Asia [3]. The objectives of this study are:
(1) to analyze the historical, ecological, and technical foundations of Het Na Muang Lum and its role in
the permanent settlement and state-building of Tai ethnic groups, (2) to examine how lowland rice farm-
ing functions as a holistic cultural, social, and spiritual ecosystem that defines a unique "Tai Civilization"
separate from Chinese and Indian influences.

2. Methodology

This study employs a qualitative approach based on historical-comparative analysis and ethno-
ecological methodology. Data were gathered through a systematic review of secondary sources, in-
cluding:

2.1 Archaeological and historical evidence regarding the Neolithic period and early agricultural
cultures (such as the Hemudu culture).

2.2 Ancient Chinese dynastic chronicles and historical documents (such as the Yunnan Zhi from
the

2.3 Tai-Lao folklore, oral traditions, and cultural idioms reflecting the worldview associated with
wetlands and rice farming.

2.4 Previous structural research under the Social and Cultural History of the Tai People Project
led by Professor Dr. Chatthip Nathasupa.
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3. Review of the Literature

3.1 Geographical Origins and Historical Continuity

A number of scholars agree that the cultural ancestors of the Tai-Kadai language groups likely
originated in the middle and lower Yangtze River basin, particularly in present-day Jiangsu, Zhejiang,
and Jiangxi provinces of China. This area was once the center of the ancient states of Wu and Yue,
whose cultural development was closely related to rice cultivation in wetlands since the Neolithic period.

Archaeological evidence of the Hemudu culture in Zhejiang province, dating back approximately
5,000-7,000 years, demonstrates expertise in lowland rice cultivation, permanent settlements, stilt
houses, and systematic water management. These practices form the historical foundation of the agri-
cultural societies of the Luoyue, Lao, Zhuang, Tai, and Lao peoples, among others.

3.2 Socio-Ecological Distinctions of the Tai People

Across diverse ecological zones, numerous sub-groups exist under distinct names, including the
Zhuang, Lao, Nung, Tai Ahom, Tai Khamyang, Tai Dam, Tai Daeng, Tai Khao, Tai Lue, Tai Phuan, Phu
Tai, and Tai Long (Tai Yai). Historically, lowland rice farming has been a key distinguishing character-
istic of the Tai people, setting them apart from other ethnic groups in the region.

Evidence from Tang Dynasty Chinese documents, such as the Yunnan Zhi, mentions that the
people in the southern plains of China were skilled in wet-rice cultivation, using buffaloes for plowing,
and possessed knowledge of metalworking and water management. This reflects the advanced tech-
nological and agricultural development of the Tai people since ancient times.

4. The Cultural Ecosystem of Het Na Muang Lum

4.1 Etymology and Technical Framework

Rice cultivation in lowland areas, or "Het Na Muang Lum," is not merely an economic activity for
subsistence, but a cultural ecosystem that reflects the profound relationship between humans and na-
ture. The word "Het" in ancient Tai-Lao means to do, manage, or operate, while "Na" refers to a water-
logged lowland area, distinct from "Rai" or "Hai," which are dry areas on higher ground. Therefore, "Het
Na Muang Lum" means a rice production system in wetlands that requires the collective knowledge of
water, soil, and labor management within the community.

The lowland rice farming system is characterized by the control and management of water
through the construction of irrigation canals, dams, dikes, and drainage systems to maintain optimal
water levels for rice growth. This type of production generated stable yields and could continuously feed
a large population.

Figure 1. Het Na Muang Lum (wet-rice transplantation) in a Tai Nyo community, illustrating irrigated lowland rice
cultivation and communal agricultural labor. Photograph by the author, Somdet District, Kalasin Province, Thailand,
2026
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4.2 Socio-Political Centralization and Manifestations of Abundance

As a result of this stable production, Tai communities were able to settle permanently in river
basins and develop into cities and states faster than groups that still relied on shifting cultivation or
nomadic livelihoods. In other words, lowland rice farming, which takes place in fertile land with fertilizer
provided by the water, eliminates the need for relocation over generations. This fosters a love for the
land, nature, and Mother Earth, leading to more permanent settlements and the development of com-
munities and states more quickly than groups living in upland, nomadic farming systems.

Fertile rice paddies led to the accumulation of produce, economic exchange, and the centraliza-
tion of power, ultimately resulting in the formation of ancient states among several Tai ethnic groups,
such as Sipsong Chu Tai, Huaphan, Lanna, and Lan Xang [4-6].

Figure 2. Members of the Phu Tai ethnic group overlooking irrigated rice fields in Khao Wong District, Kalasin
Province, Thailand. The photograph reflects the close relationship between Tai communities, lowland rice farming,
and everyday life, illustrating a cultural tradition that has contributed to the continuity of Tai society. (Photograph
by the author, 2025)

This ecological and cultural economic reality is heavily reflected in the literature and traditional
expressions of the Tai people:

1. In the chronicles and literature of the Tai-Lao people, the key phrase appears: "Live in the
lowlands, eat fish; cultivate the lowlands, eat rice," reflecting a worldview intimately connected to wet-
lands.

2. In the central plains of Thailand, the famous saying states: "There are fish in the water, and
rice in the fields".

3. In Vietnam's Twelve Tai Principalities, the Tai people say: "Rice in the fields, fish in the water,"
which directly reflects the ecological conditions supporting their lives.

4.3 Spirituality, Arts, and Community Relations

The traditional way of farming in lowlands is deeply intertwined with the belief systems and spir-
ituality of the people. Many Tai people believe in sky spirits, land spirits, field spirits, and the spirit of
rice, and hold the goddess Phra Mae Phosop and the goddess Phra Mae Thorani as protectors of the
fertility of the land and agricultural yields. These beliefs reflect an understanding of nature as a sacred
entity with which humans must coexist in balance, not merely as a resource for exploitation.

Furthermore, the abundance of rice paddy systems has shaped the arts, culture, and way of life
in Tai society. This includes weaving, singing, rice-related festivals and ceremonies, as well as kinship
systems and community mutual assistance [7].

5. Conclusion

5.1 Main Findings

"Lowland rice farming" is not merely a method of rice cultivation, but rather the foundation of the
Tai civilization in its economic, social, political, cultural, and spiritual dimensions. This way of life led to
permanent settlements, the creation of communities and states, systematic management of natural
resources, and the formation of a worldview and wisdom passed down through generations.
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5.2 Theoretical and Modern Implications

Tai societies in river basin ecosystems displayed a developmental path and socio-cultural char-
acteristics different from those of China (Han) and India, exhibiting a distinctly unique identity. Along
with lowland rice farming systems, their unique language, handicrafts, weaving, stilt house architecture,
hospitality, and patriarchal belief and governance systems justify the academic classification of a dis-
tinct "Tai Civilization".

Figure 3. Conceptual illustration of Het Na Muang Lum, depicting the lowland rice farming system that supported
permanent settlement and the development of Tai civilization. (lllustration by the author)

This is consistent with the Social and Cultural History of the Tai People Project (1999) led by
Professor Dr. Chatthip Nathasupa [8], which concluded that the Tai people have a high level of culture,
constitute a large society, and are a separate civilization from China or India, developed beyond a tribal
level into a state or confederation. Even in the rapidly changing modern world, the value of "lowland
rice farming" remains a vital cultural heritage reflecting the balanced relationship between humans,
nature, and society.
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