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Series Foreword 

The Regional Center for Social Science and Sustainable Development (RCSD) at Chi-
ang Mai University has extended its publication program to include Master’s disserta-
tions from The Consortium of Development Studies in Southeast Asia (CDSSEA). The 
CDSSEA series covers mainland Southeast Asia: Myanmar, Thailand, Cambodia, Laos 
and Vietnam, and regionalization, development encounters and exchanges within the 
Greater Mekong Sub-region (GMS).

The CDSSEA program brings together resources and expertise from three of Thailand’s 
leading institutions offering Master’s degrees in development studies: Chiang Mai Uni-
versity’s Master of Arts in Social Science (Development Studies) (MASS); Chulalong-
korn University’s Master of Arts in International Development Studies (MAIDS); and 
the Asian Institute of Technology’s Master of Science in Gender and Development Stud-
ies (MGDS). Although the Consortium’s program focuses on the relationship between 
development studies and social sciences, each of the programs has a different emphasis. 
The Chiang Mai degree focuses on social sciences and anthropological perspectives, 
with research interests in environmental and resource management, food security and 
local livelihoods, labour migration and trans-border issues, ethnicity and development, 
health, tourism, and agrarian transitions. Chulalongkorn’s program concentrates on the 
political dimension of development, including democratization, human rights, conflict 
resolution, international and civil society development organizations, community de-
velopment and globalization. The Asian Institute of Technology focuses on the relation-
ships between gender and development—including women’s rights, civil society, and 
gender dimensions of urbanization and industrialization.

The CDSSEA program has a practical dimension, building leadership capacity in main-
land Southeast Asia’s regional development, bringing together postgraduate students, 
encouraging debate, and promoting the rethinking of development alternatives in such 
areas as social equality, justice and participation, environmental and economic sustain-
ability, and community development. In this regard, a major objective is to develop the 
knowledge and skills of development practitioners and to enhance the quality and ef-
fectiveness of policy-making and its implementation in the region.

The publications in this series—selected from the CDSSEA Master’s program—are de-
signed to express this diverse range of interests in development studies and regionaliza-
tion, and to emphasize the relationships between empirical and theoretical research, 
policy-making and practice.

Victor T. King, Senior Editorial Adviser, 
Consortium of Development Studies in Southeast Asia series
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Background

This study offers a new perspective of refugee studies by focusing on the 
space making for refugees’ identities within the context of confinement. Previous 
studies of forced migration have illuminated refugees as a group who typically 
loses rootedness and cultural identity. Yet some recent discussions in refugee 
studies have investigated the notion of displacement and rootedness. In 
exploring this, Malkki (1995) initially pointed out that refugees, or displaced 
people, reconstruct their identity and reinvent a home in the area of displacement 
through memories, claiming, and the imagination of the homeland. In another 
perspective, refugees emplace themselves by seeking to make their new social 
environment more familiar through continuing a sense of home (Dudley, 2010). 
Thus, these recent refugee studies provide insights into how the continuity of 
culture process and memories from pre-displacement enables refugees to act 
and adapt their lives to the circumstance of being displaced. While what is 
mentioned above is not the main focus of this study, it does however, give some 
ideas and a new perspective of what can be studied in regards to the cultural 
experiences of refugees. In this sense, this study is more focused on the relation 
of refugees’ identities and the cultural space.

This study specifically focuses on one of the Karenni refugee camps, Ban 
Mai Nai Soi Camp, where the continuity of cultural practices is distinctively 
taking place among the diverse ethnicities of the camp’s population. The focus 
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is on three communal events: Karenni National Day, Dee Ku Festival, and Kay 
Htoe Boe Festival; and essentially aims to investigate the relationship of these 
three communal events to space of identities and contribute to a better 
understanding of how Karenni refugees socially survive and recreate their 
community through the continuity of these three communal events.

Affected by the world’s longest ongoing ethnic conflict and civil war in 
Burma1, the Karenni, like other ethnic minorities, have been forced to flee from 
their homeland since the 1950s and take refuge in Mae Hong Son Province, 
Thailand, along the Thai-Myanmar border. Prior to 1995, most Karenni refugees 
were part of the Karenni revolutionist group who fought for self-autonomy or 
struggled for self-independence. Subsequently, the latter arrivals were Karenni 
villagers who had been persecuted and eventually fled to the Thai border as a 
result of a forced relocation policy enforced by the Burmese military government 
(Grundy-Warr and Wong, 2002). Since then, Karenni refugees have been 
displaced in Mae Hong Son for more than two decades without feasible durable 
solutions. Possible durable solutions are resettlement in the third countries, 
integration into Thailand, or return to their homeland (Sarinya, 2011). 
Currently, many Karenni refugees resettle in third countries. It has been assumed 
that third country resettlement would be durable solution to continued 
habitation in the refugee camps; but in fact, new arrivals in the camp from 
Karenni State maintain an increasing number of refugees in the camp. Thus, 
resettlement to a third country cannot be considered as a feasible durable 
solution to the refugee issue.

Originally, there were six Karenni refugee camps in Mae Hong Son 
Province but Camps 1 and 3 were merged with Camp 2 and the combination 
was recognized as Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp or Site 1 in 2001. Ban Mai Nai Soi 
Camp is among the nine refugee camps2 in Thailand. It is a medium size camp 
located in the northernmost part of the Thai-Myanmar border. According to 

1 The term “Burma” is used as a reminder of the ethnic conflicts prior to democracy reform 
in Myanmar.

2 Nine refugee camps are located in four provinces along Thai-Myanmar Border and have 
been inhabited for more than twenty-five years without feasible durable solutions. There 
are seven Karen refugee camps: three camps in Tak Province and two camps each in 
Kanchanaburi and Ratchaburi Provinces. There are two Karenni camps in Mae Hong Son 
Province. These nine camps have the same camp administrative structure and receive the 
same financial and technical support from humanitarian aid agencies (Premjai, et al., 2011).
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The Border Consortium (TBC) annual refugee population report in August 
2015, the camp’s population is 11,455. The camp population comprises of people 
who belong to different ethno-linguistic, sub-ethnic groups and originally 
resided in Karenni State, Myanmar. The majority of the camp population is the 
Kayah ethnicity, and dominates various sub-ethnic groups: Karen-Paku, Bweh, 
Kayan, Kayaw, Shan, Pa-O, and others. Furthermore, Karenni refugees practice 
different religions. The majority of them are animists while others are Buddhist 
and Christian - Baptist and Catholic. Although eht refugees in Ban Mai Nai 
Soi Camp are from different ethnic and religious backgrounds, they collectively 
define themselves as Karenni.

The displacement process is based on literature related to Ban Mai Nai 
Soi Camp and the author’s personal experiences working with a humanitarian 
agency in the Karenni refugee camps. The author witnessed Karenni refugees 
participate as active actors who are able to preserve the continuity of their 
cultural practices in the confined space of a refugee camp. There are two aspects 
of survival within a refugee camp for such a prolonged period: first is physical 
or how refugees survive despite the reduction of basic needs that are supported 
by humanitarian organizations; second is social or how refugees socially survive 
in a way that allows the continuity of cultural practices and the reconstruction 
of ethnic identities in a confined space where their rights to livelihoods and 
movement are highly restricted.

In terms of physical survival in the camps, the basic needs primarily 
consist of food items, health care, and educational services. Since 2012, 
humanitarian aid has been dramatically reduced. Food rations such as rice 
have been reduced by many kilograms. This reduction negatively impacts the 
refugees’ food baskets especially since many have difficulties accessing economic 
opportunities to help supplement their basic needs. To supplement their basic 
needs, some refugees work as seasonal wage labors in the nearby farms that 
are owned by local Thai villagers. At the same time, refugees are not fully able 
to access healthcare services which, though supported by humanitarian 
organizations, do not cover serious chronic diseases. Another major issue which 
affects the youth in the refugee camps is the education system which is not 
recognized by either the Myanmar or Thai government. Consequently, many 
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youths who graduated from Grade Ten and Post-Ten3 schools in the camps are 
not able to continue their post-high school education at the university level. 
Thus, they eventually end their educational future and career prospects, being 
trapped in the camps’ educational system. All that becomes available to them 
is to work as stipend staffs4 in non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or as 
school teachers. While the reduction of humanitarian aid has deprived refugees 
of much of their basic needs, they still struggle strongly for their best way of 
survival.

The second aspect of social survival in a refugee camp for such a 
prolonged period has made the refugees seek a way to engage their lives with 
two spaces of “here and there” even whilst displaced in a refugee camp for a 
prolonged period (Dudley, 2007). This means that refugees connect their current 
lives in the refugee camp with their lives in pre-displacement through the 
continuation of their ritual and cultural practices in the camp.

In Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp, the celebration of Karenni National Day and 
the traditional practices of the Dee Ku and Kay Htoe Boe Festivals are held 
every year by Karenni refugees who are perceived to be conscious actors who 
actively produce and reproduce cultural space and maintain their ethnic identity 
in a space that is physically confined. The traditional practices require various 
resources such as food, material forms used in traditional practices, and capital 
resources. Refugees, even with the difficulties in accessing sources of income 
and the right to national resources, are still able to carry on their communal 
events each year. To be critical of these communal events requires one to 
question why it is necessary for Karenni refugees to carry on these cultural 
practices while they are displaced and in difficult times and conditions. 
Continuity of cultural practices gives them a sense of a collective identity as 
Karenni refugees.

The Displacement

A refugee is seen, categorized, and stereotyped as a problem (Malkki, 
1995). This premise illustrates that the refugee problem is irresolvable. As a 

3 Post Ten is or equivalent to Grades 11 and 12 of high school within the international edu-
cation standard.

4 Refugees who receive monthly stipend payments as camp-based workers in NGOs’ pro-
grams implemented in the camps.
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result, many refugees remain displaced in prolonged refugee camps and become 
stateless since they are not entitled to any rights in the new nation-state to 
which they have fled. Along Thai-Myanmar border, more than 100,000 refugees 
from Myanmar have been displaced in the camps now for more than twenty 
five years without durable solutions (Premjai, et al., 2011). These refugees, 
therefore, have been trapped in a confined space and situation in which they 
are not recognized by neither the Thai nor Burmese government. They cannot 
integrate into Thai society nor can they return to the place they claim as a 
homeland. It can be said that they do not belong to any nation. To represent 
space where they feel a belonging, refugees have constructed and reconstructed 
their collective identities in the place of displacement.

Karenni refugees in Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp, like other camps along Thai-
Myanmar Border, face uncertain lives. They do not know where they belong 
or can corporeally reside in the future. In Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp, refugees, 
within the diverse ethnic groups, have collectively defined them with a new 
term of Karenni ethnic identity in the displacement. In the study of geographies 
of displacement, Grundy-Warr and Wong (2002) show that Karenni refugees 
have shared a sense of togetherness and constructed a collective identity in the 
camp. This means that Karenni refugees came to become aware and identify 
themselves as Karenni when they arrive in the refugee camp. Before that, they 
were not aware of their Karenni identity. In this respect, refugees in the camp 
produce the space of identity through common practices in the three communal 
events to define their collective identity or represent themselves as Karenni. It 
is, therefore, surprising to see that Karenni refugees do not wipe out their ethnic 
identity, but rather come to represent multiple-identities. For instance, 
individuals who identify as Kayah also represent themselves as Karenni refugees. 
These three multiple-identities defining individuals illustrate that identity is 
always constructed and contested.

The term of identity issues and the construction of refugees’ identities 
do not cause others to perceive them as ethnic people, but merely as refugees. 
The fact is that the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
and Thailand, the hosting state, tend to see the Karenni people in the camps 
as refugees or displaced persons (DPs). Moreover, they generally perceive 
cultural practices as just a process of making familiarity or coping with life in 
the prolonged displacement. The continuity of cultural practices or any 
traditional practices in Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp is much more related to the 
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sense of identity because the continuity of cultural practices bring Karenni 
refugees to connect with their past homeland. Therefore, this study aims to 
analyze how three communal events contribute to the space making of identity 
and recreating a Karenni community within the context of displacement.

The term “reconstruction of Karenni identity” is used because the term 
“Karenni” has previously existed. The term “Karenni” was initially introduced 
by the British to define people as those who resided in the territory of Karenni 
State. The Burmese government legitimately used the word “Karenni State” in 
its 1947 Constitution; however, it changed the name to Kayah State because 
the Kayah ethnic group is the majority and dominates the other sub-ethnic 
groups. The term “Karenni” is not actually simply defined for a certain ethnic 
group, but is generally used to describe all diverse ethnicities who reside inside 
Karenni State. Since Burma’s independence from the British, Karenni identity 
has been reconstructed among those who refused to live under the rule of the 
Burmese government. They then created the political ideology of Karenni 
nationalism and the struggle for self-autonomy and independence. The Karenni 
revolutionists, who established their ethnic political movement and entity, 
called themselves the Karenni National Progressive Party (KNPP)5.

The fighting between the Burmese military and Karenni insurgents6 has 
been ongoing for many years. Serious fighting broke out in 1995 when the 
Burmese military government broke a ceasefire agreement and enforced a 
forced relocation policy. As a result, many villagers in the armed conflict zones 
were persecuted and relocated to villages established by the Burmese military 
in so-called “relocation zones” where there were no food and livelihood security. 
Some villagers eventually decided to flee directly to Thai refugee camps, while 
others were guided and accompanied by Karenni soldiers to Thai border camps. 
Subsequently, these people arrived in the camps and met with their fellow 
Karenni refugees who had previously settled there. They then identified 
themselves as part of the Karenni people since they no longer physically 
belonged to their homeland and were essentially in exile. However, the decision 
to become a refugee is not directly motivated by political ideology, but rather 

5 Karenni National Progressive Party (KNPP) is a Karenni revolutionist group, established 
in the 1950s, which has struggled for self- autonomy and independence. The KNPP has 
armed fighters and bases in Karenni State along the Thai- Myanmar border.

6 Karenni insurgents refer to Karenni armed groups or soldiers are fight for self-autonomy 
under the command of the KNPP.
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as a response to the intolerable conditions inside their homeland. For those 
people who remain inside Karenni State, they tend to identify themselves to a 
sub-ethnic group and be politically influenced by the Burmese government. 
In the refugee camp, the KNPP has the dominant political influence. The 
Karenni Refugees Committee (KnRC) and the Camp Committee (CC) have 
their own camp administration structures, setting up rules and regulations, 
managing their camp’s affairs, and taking care of the well-being of Karenni 
refugees with financial and technical support from humanitarian agencies and 
NGOs. However, they are being supervised by the KNPP. Although people 
inside Karenni State and the Karenni refugee camps have been politically 
influenced by different political entities, they still continue with the same 
cultural practices.

Karenni refugees do not solely live in the community through sharing 
the common rule. They also recreate their community as a process; enabling 
them to become involved in common practices and recreate or define their 
collective identity. Two communal events stemming from animist belief have 
been reinvented in the camp. However, Karenni National Day has been invented 
only in the camp and outside of Karenni State. In this sense, these communal 
events have been imbued with new meanings by Karenni refugees and provide 
specific meanings to them as well. These three communal events, with symbols 
of the cultural practices such as flags and poles, become the space of identity. 
In preserving their traditional practices, they also add something new in their 
existence inside the refugee camp. Each cultural event entails different meanings 
and purposes.

In the camp, Karenni refugees collaboratively create a space for the 
continuity and bringing of the past to the present. Karenni National Day 
crucially becomes the space that reminds them why they are here and why they 
have to fight for the future. Karenni National Day is organized annually and 
celebrated by Karenni refugees. Most of the participants are from the KnRC, 
CC, KNPP, community-based organizations (CBOs), and students. Karenni 
political or nationalist ideology has been spread among students since they 
will form the future generation and need to have an ethnic consciousness so 
as to rebuild the Karenni community. Karenni National Day is seen as political 
and an issue of concern to the Thai authorities. Eventually, the KnRC and CC 
have been able to successfully negotiate with the Thai authorities to allow them 
to organize this annual event. Karenni National Day was originally established 
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by the KNPP and it remains involved in this event annually in the camp. 
Conversely, inside the Karenni Sate, Karenni National Day was not recognized 
until 2014 when the Burmese government eventually allowed Karenni people 
to hold the event for the first time. Therefore, Karenni National Day holds 
different meanings to Karenni people in different contexts and the different 
nation-states in which they reside. For the displaced Karenni, this event brings 
a sense of togetherness and collective identity among the ethnic diversity of 
refugees.

A cultural space is involved with religious practices; so the ritual space 
is always produced and reproduced at a local place. Most importantly, the Dee 
Ku Festival is a traditional practice in a ritual belief and mainly involves the 
ritual practices among Kayah, Kayaw, and Kayan families who believe in 
animism. The traditional practice of Dee Ku is one of the two communal festivals 
in Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp and is held annually during a cultivation or rainy 
season which falls between mid-September and early October. “Dee Ku” is a 
phrase in the Kayah language and means sticky rice wrapped in wild sorghum 
leaves. Dee Ku is wrapped into triangular shapes and tied in bundles of three. 
It has been said that the bundles of three Dee Ku symbolize Karenni unity. The 
mythical and historical significances of Dee Ku are illustrated through the 
celebration of likelihoods of a successful harvest and paying respect to ancestors. 
In the villages inside Karenni State, Karenni people celebrate the Dee Ku Festival 
for the likelihood of a successful harvest in paddy farming and give thanks for 
it. For the Karenni people who have been displaced in Thailand, the Dee Ku 
Festival is celebrated only to pay respect to ancestors because, in the camp, they 
cannot grow paddy.

The myth of the Dee Ku Festival, in the context of displacement, narrates 
the importance of Dee Ku to ancient Karenni soldiers. In this narration, Karenni 
leaders and soldiers, in ancient times, brought Dee Ku along with them into 
battle. This reminded them of their families who they left behind at home. 
Later, those spirits of the ancient soldiers were recognized as Karenni ancestors 
who had protected the Karenni people and their homeland. Cooking Dee Ku 
therefore reminds Karenni refugees about the devotion of their ancestors to 
the Karenni people and their homeland. By offering foods and Dee Ku to 
ancestors as a way of paying respect, Karenni people believe that this will bring 
blessings and well-being to their families.
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Symbolic meanings are a part of making space: the pole used in festival 
of Kay Htoe Boe represents a symbolic meaning in a cultural space. Kay Htoe 
Boe or E-Lue is also a communal festival in Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp. The phrase 
“E-Lue” in the Kayah language means to offer to a god in animism and also the 
term “E-Lue” is called as a pole. It is important event within the public sphere 
because the symbolic pole for the festival is collectively chosen, carved, and 
erected by the Karenni people. As Kay Htoe Boe and E-Lue are linguistically 
Kayah, Kay Htoe Boe literally means the pole erected in a homeland. Thus, 
presence of a pole, or E-Lue, must be alongside a Karenni village or the pole is 
erected whenever the Karenni village is established. Interestingly, the Karenni 
people carry on the Kay Htoe Boe Festival wherever they corporeally reside. 
Simultaneously, the Kay Htoe Boe Festival is also recognized as the Karenni 
New Year celebration. The Festival is usually held in the summer season around 
April. Karenni animists believe that E-Lue connects them to a god and this god 
will bless them with a flourishing harvest. Karenni people erect and decorate 
E-Lue, and offer foods and dance around the poles every year as a way of giving 
respect and praying to the god. Inside Karenni State, the Karenni people 
celebrate this ceremony as a New Year celebration and for the purpose of 
receiving blessings from the god in order to have a flourishing harvest. 
Differently, the Karenni people in Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp carry on the Kay 
Htoe Boe Festival with more than that of being blessed for harvest. Some 
animists also participate in the Festival as a gathering space and recognize the 
symbol of E-Lue and the festival as a Karenni New Year celebration. Therefore, 
this Festival reminds them about the myth and of their homeland. The Kay 
Htoe Boe Festival has illuminated the Karenni people as a group who are still 
culturally rooted.

The Camp

Ban Mai Noi Soi Camp, commonly known as Camp 1, is located in Pang 
Mu Sub-District, Mueang District, Mae Hong Son Province, Thailand. The 
Camp is one of nine refugee camps located in the northernmost part of Thailand 
and is more accessible than Ban Mae Surin Camp or Camp 2, located in 
Khumyuam Sub-District. It takes only one hour from town to reach the Ban 
Mai Nai Soi Camp.
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The author chose the Camp, being personally familiar with it due to her 
Kayah linguistic skills and previous working experiences at a humanitarian 
organization in the area. She spent her working life there and gained precise 
understanding about the displacement process, the circumstances of the camp, 
and the way of refugee life which provided a new and interesting topic for 
refugees’ study which differs from previous one. In this sense, the study of 
refugees’ identities would provide a better understanding about how refugees 
perceive and recreate themselves in the displacement or deal with life within 
the circumstance of confined space. Thus, the focus of research was the study 
of Karenni refugees’ identities in relation to the three communal events.

Ban Mai Soi Camp is comprised of a diversity of population with varied 
ethno-linguistic backgrounds, religions, and traditions. It is a middle-size camp 
with a population of 11,455 people and 2,477 households (TBC, August, 2015 
Report). The population breakdown is: Kayah - 80.5%, Karen (Paku) - 10%, 
Shan - 5%, and others (including Kayan Kayaw, Bre, and Bwe) - 4.5%. Clearly, 
the Kayah are the majority population in the camp.

There is also a variety of religions in the camp: Animist (identified as 
the traditional religion among the Karenni refugees) - 51%, Catholic - 33%, 
Baptist - 9%, and Buddhist - 7% (UNHCR Nine Refugee Camp Report, 2011). 
Similar with the ethnic population ratio, the animists are the largest group and 
animism is widely practiced by the Kayah population. The camp is divided 
into twenty sections with people of different ethnicities resettling together in 
the same sections. Consequently, refugees from different ethnicities come into 
contact and interact more with one another in the camp than they did in their 
previous village life. Thus, the camp setting has intensified the social interaction 
among the different groups from occasional to everyday contact. This study 
observed that, despite the diversity of population, Karenni refugees continually 
carry on the three communal events to reconstruct their collective identity in 
articulating Karenni identity within the area of the displacement. The camp 
has become a kind of home for Karenni refugees who engage in the continuity 
of the three communal events. It is interesting that the camp has become more 
like home with the observation that the elements of tradition particularly the 
symbolic foods and ritual objects are clearly placed particularly in the Kay 
Htoe Boe Site, the most notable landscape of the cultural space throughout 
the camp. Moreover, the practical components such as ritual actions, sacrifice, 
divination, and dancing which were done in the villages have been continued.
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The national symbol which used to be absent was later invented by 
the KNPP, however, it is not displayed in the camp. Rather, the celebration 
of the Karenni National Day brought Karenni refugees together in the public 
event and enabled them to remember and imagine their homeland or nation 
which they could no longer inhabit.

By continuing the pre-displaced traditions or ways of life, the camp 
resembled the village setting in the ways in which each section organized 
and celebrated the two annual ritual festivals on a small scale while also 
participating in the camp grand festival and other public events. The twenty 
sections were large enough to study people’s experiences in real settings, 
social interaction and the patterns of practice. From these twenty sections, 
three sections, which were different in various aspects, were selected for 
study. Sections 5 and 7 comprised Kayah populations who try to keep all 
practices similar to the ones they did in their villages while Section 10 
comprised a diverse population of ethno-languages and tradition, including 
Kayah. Unlike the two festivals, the Karenni National Day celebration was 
studied differently which did not focus on sections, but was focused on one 
particular public event which involved Karenni refugees.

The interviews with the participants provided a good understanding 
of the purposes of these three communal events and how Karenni refugees 
seek to reinvent, recreate, organize, or celebrate the annual festivals. 
Moreover, the experiences also provided an understanding how social 
relations have been developed or intensified through the three communal 
events.

As this study requires an understanding of the real life setting of 
refugees, ethnography was employed to take detailed descriptive of things 
in settings and people experiences, actions, and social interactions. In regards 
to the process of data collection in ethnography, the researcher participates 
or joins in the daily everyday activities and lives of research participants to 
observe social interactions, listen what people say, and ask questions through 
both formal and informal interviews (Atkinson and Hammersley,2007). 
Prominently, ethnography involves spending time in the field to receive 
trust from the community that the researcher investigates.
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Figure 1.1 Map of Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp
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Data Collection

Documentary Study
Pre-existing data relating to reports of population numbers and refugees’ 

mobility, and previous studies of refugees’ forced migration and cultural 
experiences were included to explain the historical context of the camp and 
illustrate the differences of past and current camp circumstances. The 
documentary data rely upon sources from the UNHCR’s Camp Profile Report 
and the TBC’s monthly and annual population reports. Also, previous studies 
about the experiences of refugees who fled from forced relocation, which were 
conducted by researchers who study geographic displacement, were reviewed. 
The data is rich on the number of destroyed villages or affected villages and 
populations, times of fleeing, and the narrative stories of refugees in border 
camps. This data was used to integrate and validate the interviews in regard to 
the pattern of forced migration experiences. Previous research studies on 
culture, tradition, and rituals in the camp, also helped to understand the 
historical context of the reinvention and with questions to obtain accurate data, 
gained new knowledge and insights.

Research 
Informants

Categories of Questions and Issues

Two former 
camp 
leaders

The pattern of forced migration related to border crossing 
movements and resettling in the camp, historical context of the 
camp, and camp cultural, camp circumstances and situations in the 
past, roles and experiences in managing the camp administration, 
negotiating with hosting authorities and humanitarian 
organizations, and perspectives about the three communal events

Current 
camp leader

The camp current circumstances, issues, situations, mobility of 
refugees particularly new arrivals and resettlement issues, 
involvement and role of the CC in the three communal events, 
changes in the camp, camp management obstacles and 
administrative challenges, social problems in the camp, camp 
contact with the hosting authorities and humanitarian 
organizations, experiences, and the process of organizing and 
negotiating for the three communal events
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Research 
Informants

Categories of Questions and Issues

leaders of 
the camp 
Cultural 
Committee

practice and actions particularly the similarities and differences 
between the camp and villages of origin,role of cultural committees 
and leaders, incorporation and involvement of the CC and KNPP in 
the two annual festivals, Kay Htoe Boe sacred network, past 
experiences in participating in the events in the villages, participation 
of people, challenges and obstacles to the continuity of the practices

Former 
Cultural 
Committee

The process of transmitting knowledge to a younger generation, 
patterns of ritual procedures and actions, meaning of practices, 
meaning of sacred items and rituals, performance symbols, and the 
narration story of the myth of the two annual ritual festivals

Current Ban 
Mai Nai Soi 
Camp 
Cultural 
Committee

The roles and experiences in leading the two annual ritual festivals, 
ritual procedures, negotiating for support of the two festivals, 
practice of community contributions, participation of camp 
residents, pattern of practices related to similarities and differences 
between the camp and villages, obstacles and challenges of the 
annual ritual festivals, integration the camp festivals’ processes, 
process of transmitting knowledge to a younger generation, 
revitalization of the two festival processes, establishment of the 
camp youth group, and the network of Kay Htoe Boe with the 
community inside Karenni State

Two Section 
cultural 
leaders

The roles and experiences in leading the two annual festivals, 
practice of community contributions and participation in the 
sections, incorporation of sections into camp grand festivals, 
obstacles and challenges of the festivals, and the practices in the 
sections

Two Dee Ku 
Festival 
leaders and 
two Kay 
Htoe Boe 
Festival 
leaders

The roles and experiences in leading two annual festivals, obstacles 
and Htoe Boe Festival leaders
challenges of the festivals, the practices in the sections, community 
contributions and participation of section residents, and the 
involvement of sections in the camp festivals

KNPP 
member

The historical background of the KNPP, political conflict and 
revolutionist movement, involvement of the KNPP in the camp 
affairs particular the Karenni National Day celebration and formal 
schooling, and the purpose of dominating the process of Karenni 
identity reconstruction
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Research 
Informants

Categories of Questions and Issues

KnED 
Director 
and school 
headmaster

The role of schools, teachers and KnED staffs in organizing the 
Karenni National Day and the participation of students and 
education staff

Two youths The role and participation in the three communal events, 
experiences in formal schooling, sense of common duty for the 
community, life stories of time in the camp, and perspectives and 
thoughts of home

Kayah 
traditional 
religion/
animist 
practitioner 
- male/
female

Life stories related to pre-displacement life, experiences in forced 
relocation, journeying to the border camp, current life 
circumstances, reminiscence of the festivals, ritual practices, 
participation and contributions in the festivals, and perspectives 
and thoughts of home

Kayah 
convert to 
another 
religion, 
male/ 
female

Life stories related to pre-displacement life, experiences in forced 
relocation, journeying to the border camp, current life 
circumstances, reminiscence of the festivals, ritual practices, 
participation and contributions in the festivals, and perspectives 
and thoughts of home

Non- Kayah 
(Shan)

Life stories related to pre-displacement life, experiences in forced 
relocation, journeying to the border camp, current life 
circumstances, participation and contributions in the festivals, and 
perspectives and thoughts of home

Table 1.1 Methods of Interview
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Chapter 2

Theoretical Relevance and  
Literature Review

A review of relevant concepts and literature about refugee studies namely, 
space of identity, agency, and community are discussed in this chapter and are 
narrowed down to apply within the context of a refugee camp, which is a 
physically confined space. Also, a review of the literature about refugee studies 
will be examined to identify what concepts and topics have been applied or 
discussed in previous studies which illuminate the process of displacement and 
emplacement. In this respect, existing literature reviews about refugee studies 
have given some direction toward what can be studied in regard to refugees’ 
emplacement experiences from a new aspect, that of focusing on the notion of 
identity.

Review of Theories and Concepts

This study connects Karenni refugee studies to broader concepts in social 
science. The three concepts are space of identity, agency, and community as a 
process. The three concepts will be used to analyze how Karenni refugees engage 
as active actors in the reconstruction of their collective identity through three 
communal events within the context of confinement. The discussion will provide 
insights as to how the concepts can be applied within the context of a refugee 
camp.
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Space of Identity 
The concept of production of space was initially introduced by Lefebvre. 

In the review of Lefebvre’s theory, Schmid (2008) mentions that space is socially 
produced through human relations and practices, and space is associated with 
time. This means that space is produced and reproduced across time and place. 
To an extent, Lefebvre’s idea emphasizes social space, produced through social 
practices and activities (Schmid, 2008, p.29). Therefore, Lefebvre’s concept of 
social space was adopted to study how social practices and activities are created 
among a certain group of people in the displacement context.

Claval (1984) in his study of the morphology of Eskimo society, written 
by Mauss (1904-1905), explained that Mauss used the term social relation to 
explain social space. Also, Mauss’ study pointed out that differences in spatial 
morphology are reflected by differences in social relation and religious activities. 
This study illustrates that a group of people, who are dispersed, always create 
social relations and activities to accommodate themselves to the difference of 
the spatiality and times they occupy.

In traditional conceptions of space in anthropological studies, Tooker 
(2012) discusses the study of Low and Lawrance-Zuniga about tribal and village 
society. She comments that Low and Lawrance-Zuniga applied the concept of 
space to space in the natural landscape and the material condition of everyday 
life. Furthermore, she explains that this later traditional concept of space in 
anthropological studies has been remarkably shifted to space in culture. This 
emphasizes that space of culture leads to a process of identity. Definitely, identity 
in cultural space is constructed as collective identity. “Social identity can be 
produced through place, not a particular place” (Bedford cited in Duncan et. 
al., 2001). This means that social identity can be produced by any group that 
shares the same cultural characteristics, a common purpose, common practice, 
and situation of life in any place and territory. In this regard, the notion of 
social identity is applied to understand how ethnic identity is always maintained 
and reconstructed in the absence of territorial and national basis, such as the 
persistence of Karenni identity in the refugee camp.

Moreover, the focus is on ethnic identity as social identity. It is actually 
difficult to define an ethnic group, comprising of sub-ethnic groups to a 
seemingly more correct term of tribe or ethnicity. In his study of Kachin social 
structure, Leach (1954) observes that the Kachin ethnic group, with different 
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sub-ethnic groups, spoken dialects, and customs, have come together to 
construct themselves as Kachin and use this as a political identity in Burma. 
Simultaneously, he argues that ethnic identity is not fixed because it depends 
upon interactions between ethnic groups. He explains that Kachin identity is 
always reshaped because Kachins become Shans when they interact with Shan 
people. From his notion of ethnic identity, the process of ethnic identity 
reconstruction among diverse ethnicities can be looked into. From observations, 
Karenni refugees, with different backgrounds of ethnicities collaboratively 
involve themselves in common practices of three communal events despite 
being within confined space. The common practice of the three communal 
events has created social relations and interactions among the diverse Karenni 
refugees. Consequently, interactions with other ethnic groups have reshaped 
identity among those who are involved in common practices. For instance, 
some Kayan, Kayaw, Paku, Pa-O, and Shan redefine or re-identify themselves 
as Karenni when they share a common sense of community and interact with 
the dominant Kayah ethnic group who consider and identify themselves as 
Karenni.

In contrast, Keyes (1993) studied ethnic identity and remarkably points 
out that ethnic identity is socially constructed by a group of people who share 
the same characteristics of culture and practices. He studied the Lue ethnic group 
in Thailand, China, and Laos. His study clearly shows that the Lue construct their 
ethnic identity to fit within the context they reside. In a political context, ethnic 
identity has been reconstructed differently under a nation-state. Actually, his 
study of ethnic identity is applicable to explain the ethnic identity in the context 
of the Karenni refugee camp because Karenni refugees have reconstructed their 
ethnic identity by reinventing or recreating their cultural practices with different 
meanings from their former context inside the Karenni State.

Furthermore, the argument of Leach and Keyes provides a clear 
explanation of ethnic identity. Leach (1954) emphasizes that ethnic identity is 
always reshaped through interactions between ethnic groups while Keyes (1993) 
stresses that ethnic identity is differently constructed and reconstructed under 
the nation-state. Focusing on the Karenni ethnic group, Karenni people in 
Myanmar and Thailand are the same ethnic group, but Karenni ethnic identity 
is reconstructed and reshaped with different meaning and purpose among 
Karenni people who have forcibly migrated and become displaced.
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Tooker (2012) used the concept of spatial practices to study the Akha 
ethnic group. Her study shows that spatial practices in traditions and rituals 
have contributed to the construction of Akha identity. She argues that the most 
recent studies in social theory show space is affected by globalization and 
nationalism. She also sees space as a process of socialization and enculturation. 
In her ethnographic study, she used the concept of space to study space as a 
powerful political device that is a process of identity construction associated 
with place and social position in a non-Western context. She argues that spatial 
practice has allowed the Akha to maintain their identity in the globalization 
era. Moreover, she has highlighted that spatial practice has allowed the Akha 
to resist outside powers and maintain their self-autonomy. Thus, ritual and 
traditional practices take active roles in the construction of Akha identity.

Space is defined in the camp as physically confined that had been 
controlled by a state power or hosting state. Sack (1993) has used the concept 
of space in the notion of power of space and place. He explains that space and 
place affect everyone’s lives, and in a space or place, there are social relations 
and power. Space as territory has its own rules and control over the people who 
live in that space. On the notion of Sack about space, territorial control is power 
that is exerted by people, and people are always in place or space controlled by 
a powerful regime.

From the above discussions about the concept of space, Tooker (2012) 
and Sack (1993) see space as spatial practices; yet they see power in space 
differently. For Tooker, she argues that space is affected by outsiders’ power, 
yet people can fend off this power and produce their space of identity. By 
contrast, Sack argues that people live in space that has its own rules and is 
controlled by the power of a state, so it is difficult for people to resist and 
produce their own space. From these two arguments, Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp 
is placed into the kind of space as power.

Space in the camp is definitely affected by the power of the hosting state 
and humanitarian regime. However, people in the camp resist this power in 
space and produce their space of identity. Therefore in the camp, space can be 
seen as the power of rule and space that allows people to resist. In respect to 
the identity issue, Malkki (1995) argues that people who are displaced always 
reinvent homes and homelands in the absence of territorial and national basis. 
She states that people reinvent their homeland by maintaining their ethnic 
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identity and cultural process. However, she does not focus on the relation of 
cultural process to space making of identity.

Tooker (2012) and Malkki (1995) viewed identity construction and the 
process of culture differently. For Tooker, she sees identity construction and 
culture involved in spatial practice, but Malkki just sees identity and culture 
as just a process of adaption in the displacement. In this sense, the author is in 
agreement with Tooker’s concept of , where space of culture has taken an active 
role in the reconstruction of Karenni identity in the displacement. The concept 
of space is applied to analyze the relation of cultural practices and the Karenni 
refugees’ collective identity.

Agency
In the modern era, many scholars have paid attention to the concept of 

agency to explain the current phenomena of social system. It is well known 
that the concept of agency cannot be apart from structure, and there is interplay 
between agency and structure in society. In the earlier years of Structuration 
Theory, many sociologists saw structure as an integral aspect of a society with 
structure determining individuals’ actions and choices. In this sense, they 
concentrated on structure as it influences individuals and how social forces 
have impacted upon individuals’ choices and decision making (Ritzer and 
Stepnisky, 2013). Therefore, sociologists, at that time, concluded that structure 
has much more influence on individuals than individuals can influence structure 
in a society. In a later era, the dialectical thinking of Giddens (1984) and 
Bourdieu (1977) observed human agency in social practices of individuals in 
a society. Certainly, their perspectives about human agency have given 
encouragement to other dialectical thinkers to study the relationship between 
agency and structure.

Based on these perspectives, the concept of agency is the capacity of 
individuals to act independently and escape from determinism, ability to make 
their own decisions in a society, and overall, the free will of individuals. Social 
structure, on the other hand, refers to the institutions, rules, social norms, 
social classes, organizations, and political institutions which constrain 
individual activities and limit what an individual can do. Although the structure 
has a significant influence on the actor or individual, structure cannot be 
explained in Structuration Theory without agency. Here, agency is the 



22

SPACE-MAKING OF KARENNI REFUGEE IDENTITY

individual’s capacity to produce activities across time and space, and these 
activities are reflexive to structure. Before going to a new perspective of the 
relation between agency and structure, the following discussion is used to 
explain a conventional theory of structuralism in Marxist theory.

It is well-known that Marx had initially developed Structural Theory. 
He described capitalism as a mode of production and the relation of production 
was the main driving force of social structure. Thus, he saw the relationship 
between people and structure, and argued that the large scale of structure 
fulfilled people’s needs. Notably, his theory of structuration attracted the 
attention of dialectical thinkers in the modern era. Many sociologists and 
thinkers have come to study the relationship of the individual and structure in 
society, and they defined them as agency and structure. They refer agency to 
the micro level and structure to the macro level. Furthermore, many sociologists 
have integrated the concept of agency and structure into structural theory 
(Ritzer and Stepnisky, 2013). From the concept of human agency and structure, 
how can individuals act independently from the limits in structure and how 
does structure enable individuals to act independently from constraints, that 
is, how do individuals influence structure?

The well-known structuralism theorist, Giddens, unlike previous 
structuralism theorists, focuses on social practice to study the relationship 
between agency and structure. Actually, he does not argue that structure does 
not have an influence on the individual. Rather, he argues that while structure, 
such as rules and resources, have constrained and influenced individuals, the 
latter have produced routine activities and social practices in structure and this 
means that structure cannot exist without the activities of agents. Giddens 
defines agent as an actor who rationalizes their world, is motivated to act 
according to their wants and desires, and makes differences in the social world. 
He points out that an agent must have power to act, and without the ability to 
make differences, the actor cannot be an agent. However, Giddens argues that 
an actor can appear to be an agent because being in constraint does not mean 
they have no choice or they cannot make differences (Ritzer and Stepnisky, 
2013). From his concept of agent and agency, he realizes that an actor who can 
make differences and is motivated to act on their desires and wants though 
their activities in a social system can transform them to be agents. Their practice 
is best described as human action and agency that creates structure. Moreover, 
through social practices, actors can still be agents under constraints.
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Prominently, Giddens has rejected the concept of structure that always 
constrained individual action, and he argues that “structure is always both 
constraining and enabling” (Giddens, 1984:25). From his argument, he attempts 
to explain that structure does not always constrain an individual’s action, but 
often it allows agents to act independently from what they have been limited. 
In this sense, people can break rules under structure and thus, structure loses 
its power to constrain those actions.

It appears that Karenni refugees in Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp have been able 
to resist the power of authority in the camp, and the authority in structure has 
sometimes lost its power to constrain their actions. In the camp, Karenni refugees 
still maintain and develop their knowledge of practices under constraints. For 
example, they are prohibited from deforesting the camp, yet they specifically 
violate the rule and still cut trees to erect the E-Lue as a traditional practice. 
Fortunately, the camp authority seems to ignore the tree cutting for this purpose 
and allows them for the annual traditional purpose. Thus, this case illustrates 
that structure has allowed individuals to resist the rule.

Also, the concept of agency and agent from Giddens is applicable to Ban 
Mai Nai Soi Camp since Karenni refugees are motivated to act on their desires 
and wants, and they can make differences in the constrained situation. Indeed, 
cultural practices in the camp can be described as social practices that refugees 
produce in a structure which limits their action. From this perspective, refugees 
should be reconsidered as agents whose agencies are developed through social 
practices.

Bourdieu (1977) is also one who views practices as part of the relationship 
between structure and agency. He focuses on objectivism and subjectivism, or 
in society and individual. He acknowledges that there are constraints on 
individuals and structure constrains people’s practices. In structure, people 
construct their social reality, and he sees habitus as the way people occupy their 
position and create their social world. Therefore, he defines habitus as the agent’s 
practices, and these are collective practices. Structure does not always impose 
upon all actors that they practice according to the particular position they 
occupy in social space, but people can make difference in their habitus and 
create their own social world (Bourdieu, 1990). For Bourdieu, habitus allows 
people to think about what they choose to do, so people can engage in decision 
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making to provide them with the sense of how they should make choices on 
strategies in their social world.

However, Bourdieu does not stress the sense of how structure determines 
individuals or individuals influence structure. He still sees that structure 
constrains human action, while human action, as collective practices in habitus, 
creates structure. Considering this, his concept of habitus can be applied to 
illustrate that Karenni refugees have recreated their social world by making 
differences in their habitus. Clearly, Karenni refugees abide by the position of 
being stateless and humanitarian recipients who only must act like refugees.

In reality, refugees’ habitus are changes based upon cultural practices 
carried on by them. They have adjusted their position in the social world as 
they have become cultural agents who are able to materialize their culture in 
exile (Dudley, 2010). Thus, it can be said that structure itself has allowed refugees 
to resist and enabled refugees to continue their social practices. Refugees actively 
maintain and carry on their cultural practices and ethnic identity as agents 
whose agency is compatible with the constraint structure. Interestingly, the 
concept of agency would be applicable to how some refugee leaders act as agents 
who actively lead, organize, and negotiate for the continuity of cultural events 
and practices under constraints.

Community as a Process
The definition of community is abstract and its meaning has been 

discussed in various manners. In the earlier period of community theory, 
Aristotle, Hegel, and Marx viewed community as social interactions among 
human beings, and community was the basic social requirement for human 
beings (Wood and Judikis, 2002). In this regard, community is a specific 
geographic location where people reside together and share common interests, 
norms, beliefs, and reciprocity. Thus, community at that time was widely defined 
as structure. In a later era, the conventional concept of community was replaced 
by the concept of community in the context of structural anthropology. Scholars 
began to perceive community as a process. Cohen (1985) argues that community 
is a social process and has cultural meaning in modern societies. He comments 
that community is symbolically constructed by bounded members who intend 
to share common values, norms, and symbolic meanings of culture, and form 
identity. Importantly, he sees a community as the construction of boundary, 
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which is constructed with symbolic meaning. For him, boundary is created by 
people who share the same symbolic meanings, such as culture, linguistics, and 
values. Individuals within a community create their consciousness of identity. 
From his concept of community in the modern era, he attempts to argue that 
community is symbolically constructed with boundary by those who share 
sameness, and this form of community does not allow others who are different 
from them to join. In this sense, community is not always constructed with 
boundary: people with different cultures can become members through 
interactions and social relations within a community.

Based upon cultural differences, each ethnic group has come to identify 
themselves as a particular group and differentiate themselves from other ethnic 
groups by constructing boundaries predicated on a cultural bearing unit. In 
ethnic boundaries, members tend to define themselves as “us” and others as 
“them,” and this creates the process of determining membership and exclusion. 
Moreover, members in the boundary tend to cope with different situations in 
interacting with other ethnic groups. In this regard, community is socially 
construed and based upon cultural differences that are created by the members 
of a community (Barth, 1965).

In the modern era, different ethnic groups tend to reside in the same 
locality and community in nation-states. Consequently, it is interesting to 
observe ethnic boundaries in the community and social relations that create 
community in either sense of community as symbolic boundaries and 
imagination. Thus, it is necessary to study Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp as a 
community involved in a social process in which ethnic boundaries are 
consolidated or the community is created as space for people to imagine 
themselves and recreate a sense of belonging through the process of social 
relations rather than sharing symbolic meaning.

Differently, Delanty (2003) has focused on community as a process rather 
than structure, values and meaning. He argues that community is more than 
symbolic meaning because community is constructed based upon cultural 
forms, cultural differences, and social relations. He attempts to further argue 
that community is the imagination and capacity of groups of people to recreate 
themselves. To some extent, he states that community provides a form of 
belonging and cultural codes. In this regard, he sees cultural struggle and 
conflict of belonging emerge in a community, and this leads minority groups 
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of people to form a community to protect against majorities. In fact, minorities 
tend to assert their identity, solidarity, belonging, and roots, and this process 
in a community allows them to construct a shared public culture. The 
community, in this sense, has also allowed everyone to be a part of a minority. 
Thus, his concept of community as a process is essentially defined as a process 
involved in social relations and culture transformation, and community from 
this perspective, is constructed beyond symbolic boundaries.

As with Delanty’s argument, the community as a process is constructed 
by individuals whose imagination is the same and who recreate their new 
community to identify themselves as a distinctive group. His concept of 
community is applied to the concept of community as a process which is created 
by the social relations in Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp. As such, the community in 
the camp has been constructed by members, from different backgrounds of 
ethnicities, who intend to sustain their sense of belonging and communality. 
Recently, community as a process has become associated with the notion of 
imagination. Anderson (1991) initially came up with the concept of imagined 
community. He mentions that people in the era of print capitalism tended to 
imagine themselves as members of a nation with their fellow members, whom 
they never met, known, and heard, residing in the same nation. Precisely, he 
defined nationalism as an imagination of people and pointed out that 
nationalism has brought homogeneity to a nation-state. The imagined 
community in his concept does not include people at the margin, but rather 
homogeneity in national discourse causes people at the margin, such as ethnic 
minorities, to lose their identity and have difficulty in identifying themselves 
in the nation-state. Therefore, a community, not of imagination, should pay 
attention to the marginalized group’s movement at the locality. Alternatively, 
an imagined community would be the best way to describe the movement of 
people at the margin (Tanabe, 2008). Based on this, the concept of a community 
as imagining should pay attention to people at the margin and people who 
become displaced along the border.

Regarding the notion of locality, Appadurai (1995) has defined locality 
as the regular practices and routine activities of people in a community, and 
these practices are conducted again and again. The rituals are a vital process 
of regular practices, and this ritual produces local identity. Through this process, 
local people have maintained their knowledge through material forms of culture, 
and cultural or common practices have created relationships and interactions 
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among the members within the community. From his concept, a refugee 
community can be perceived as locality and refugees always reproduce their 
locality in the displacement. For instance, Karenni refugees, in the Ban Mai 
Nai Soi Camp, have maintained their traditional knowledge and practices 
through material forms.

Also from the foregoing, Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp is perceived as a locality 
and an imagining community. In the study of imagining communities in 
Thailand, Tanabe (2008) defines an imagining community as the way people 
imagine and create their own sense of community, knowledge, and identity. In 
this sense, his imagining community is described as the movement of people 
who intend to become involved in common practices and form their identity 
under the circumstance of being affected by state policy, development, and 
outside power. In his book about imagining community, he discusses newly 
emerging communities and uses case studies of various communities, such as 
Buddhist communities in Thailand and along the Thai-Myanmar border, to 
describe imagining communities that mobilize to create a new sense of 
community.

Kwanchewan (2008) discussed her ethnographic study about the Ta-La-
Ku community along the Thai-Myanmar border which is referred to as a group 
of Karen who engages in Buddhist religious cult practices. She describes that 
the number of members in Ta-La-Ku villages seemed to have decreased because 
some members converted to Christianity and assimilated into a national identity. 
Therefore, many Ta-La-Ku communities have increasing difficulty in finding 
prophets to lead their religious practices. While many Ta-La-Ku communities 
have lost their identity, the Ta-La-Ku community at Letawkho has continued 
to maintain its substantial rituals, restrictions or rules, and religious structures 
despite modernity and being under national authority. Moreover, this 
community has developed its relationships and networks with other Ta-La-Ku 
communities to maintain their religious practices and withstand the power of 
the state and missionaries.

The case study of the Ta-La-Ku community is similar to the context in 
Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp since Karenni refugees have maintained their religious 
identity and mobilized networks with other Karenni communities in Mae Hong 
Son Province. Thus, the concept of community as a process will be applied to 
analyze how Karenni refugees recreate their community as process through 
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the three communal events. These events help Karenni refugees to become 
involved in common practices and re-identify their collective identity as Karenni 
within the context of the displacement.

Related Studies

Literature on refugee studies within African and Thai contexts show that 
the two contexts are different because refugees’ rights in Thailand are not 
entitled or recognized by the Royal Thai Government as in the African context. 
This literally means that the Thai Government has not ratified the term of 
refugee or recognized those ethnic minorities, who have become displaced in 
camps along the Thai-Myanmar border, as refugees. Rather it considers them 
as displaced persons. The reason behind this is that the Thai Government has 
not signed the United Nations’ 1951 Refugee Convention. As a result, refugees’ 
rights in Thailand are not recognized as in other countries (Premjai et al., 2011). 
As a consequence of being unrecognized by Thai government, refugees in 
Thailand live in highly restricted and regulated camps, and their access to 
refugee rights is limited compared to refugee camps in Africa. It can be said 
that they are struggling more with life in the confined camps in Thailand.

In reviewing refugee studies within the two contexts, recent refugee 
studies entail processes of displacement and emplacement. Apparently, the 
notion of rootedness, identity, and displacement was initially discussed in 
refugee studies in the African context. However in the Thai context, previous 
refugee studies focus on how refugees emplace themselves to new settlements, 
recreate a sense of belonging, and seek security through a sense of continuity 
with their home or a recreating of familiar practices in traditional rituals or 
religions and a mobilization of religion networks. Refugee studies in the Thai 
context have inadequately touched upon the topic of refugee identity, focusing 
only on how refugees seek to create a sense of place or home in the area of 
displacement. In the following section, the related studies that were reviewed 
in the two contexts are discussed.

The Linkage of Refugees to Identity and Place
In studying two groups of refugees in a Tanzanian town camp and a 

remote camp, Malkki (1995) demonstrated the linkage between refugees to a 
place and identity. From her study, she shows that Hutu refugees, in the setting 
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of the town camp, transformed their identity into multi-identities, assimilating 
themselves to be urban people as Tanzanians and also as Hutu refugees. In this 
regard, these Hutu refugees do not engage in the sense of reconstruction of 
their history as people and claim their original homeland.

In contrast, her study, in the remote camp, showed that Hutu refugees 
continually deterritorialize homeland in the area of displacement or reconstruct 
their history as a people with national identity through claims and memories 
of their homeland. For this study of Hutu refugees in a remote camp, Malkki 
borrowed the concept of nation and community from Anderson. She presented 
that “the true nation was imagined as a moral community,” being formed 
centrally by the native in exile. This shows that Hutu refugees, in the remote 
camp, reconstruct the sense of belonging and claim the right to their original 
home or nation where they no longer belong physically. In fact, the homeland 
they claim is not necessarily territory and a moral destination. Also, the idea 
of returning to a homeland is not a matter for travelling, but a real return that 
can be culminated in exile. Malkki’s studies in the Tanzania refugee camps 
encourage recent scholars and others to reconsider refugees, or mobile displaced 
people, as a group that continually engages itself in the process of reconstructing 
their identity and inventing homeland in the area of displacement. Actually, 
the study of identity focuses on refugees reconstructing their identity through 
the claims and memories of homeland, not on the cultural process. Thus, this 
research will touch more upon the reconstructing of identity through the 
continuity of cultural practices.

Emplacement by Maintaining the Practice of Buddhism
In the study of Pwo Karen self-settled refugees and their Buddhist 

religious practices, Prasert (2013) shows that the continuity of religion and 
ritual practices enabled Pwo Karen refugees to create a sense of belonging or 
emplace themselves to a new home in the displacement. The study explores 
how Pwo Karen Buddhist followers work strongly to recreate their familiar 
Buddhist practices, ritual practices, religion ceremonies, and monastery, and 
mobilize religious networks with other monasteries. Prominently, his study 
argued that the continuity of Karen Pwo Buddhist practices is understood as 
part of a process of reproducing locality in a new home, rather than a process 
of reconstructing ethnic identity or a sense of belonging to a homeland. The 
continuity of religion practices helps refugees to reproduce a sense of locality 
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and recreate a sense of belonging to the religious group that they were part of 
in the past. Actually, the sense of belonging, which is created through the 
familiar practices in the Buddhist religion, resembles the Kay Htoe Boe Festival. 
The focus of the study is on how the familiar practices in two annual ritual 
festivals play a crucial role in the emplacement process or recreating a sense 
of belonging to a group that they were part of in the past.

Karen Refugee as Agent in Mobilizing Christian Networks
In his research of the Karen Christian community, Horstmann (2011) 

studied how Karen Baptists used their cultural capital to mobilize networks 
with their relatives, friends, and the imagined community of Christians. Thus, 
they were not only humanitarian aid receivers. Yet, they were also very important 
agents of proselytizing. A church in the Karen refugees’ camp enters into 
humanitarian space and creates networks with American Christians or other 
international Christians, and eases the mobility of its members on both sides 
of the Thai-Myanmar border. The important agent that Horstmann defined is 
rather seen as collective agency when the Karens, as a Christian group, act to 
strengthen their group networks, and expand their future and strengthen their 
collective identity.

Thus, his study provides a good example to foster further studies about 
collective agency among refugees.

A Sense of Continuity with Home through Materializing Culture
In studying a group of Karenni refugees living in a refugee camp in 

Thailand’s Mae Hong Son Province, Dudley (2010) considers Karenni refugees 
as active agents who actively engage in daily lives through the continuity of a 
sense of home in the displacement. In her ethnography study, she explains that 
Karenni refugees seek to make the camp more familiar like home and deal with 
the boredom in the camp by recreating material forms, physical objects, sensory 
perceptions, ritual practices, and festivals. She observes how Karenni refugees 
recreate a sense of home in the displacement.

Dudley has inadequately examined the sacred space and its relation to 
the notion of identity. Rather, her study of place making simply focuses on how 
Karenni refugees seek the feel of home or deal with boredom of life in the 
displacement. Significantly, the concept of continuity with home will illuminate 
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the process which refugees seek to recreate their pre-displacement life and 
sense of belonging.

Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp as a Diaspora Community
Grivijitr (2006) studied Karenni refugees as a group of people who create 

a sense of belonging and have a nationalist mindset in a displacement when 
they cannot return, integrate, or move forward. From his study, there are three 
dilemmas that Karenni refugees face: First, they imagine the home where they 
belong, but they cannot return due to the ongoing conflict in Myanmar. Second, 
they reconstruct their identity, in the displacement and existence, as temporary. 
Third, they consider their lives in the refugee camp as a diaspora community 
which is just temporary, and they have to continually move elsewhere, but they 
do not know where that is.

In regard to collective identity reconstruction in the camp, Grivijitr’s 
study revealed that some Karenni refugees reconstruct their collective identity 
through sharing social and pre-exile memories - memories of losing and 
suffering from ethnic conflict and fighting in a homeland. Thus, they have a 
sense of togetherness and construct a collective identity as being Karenni 
nationalists while they also learn to process life in a refugee camp. However, 
his study also found that not all Karenni refugees in the camp share a sense of 
togetherness and collectively identify themselves as Karenni associated with 
the KNPP’s nationalism aspiration. In this respect, he describes that the reason 
behind this is that some people in the camp come from different ethnicities 
and some did not experience seeing, or suffering from, the fighting or war in 
the conflict areas before fleeing to Thailand. As a result, these people have little 
or no sense of belonging to a collective identity as Karenni who share the 
nationalism aspiration with the KNPP.

The mindset of Karenni nationalism among some groups of Karenni 
refugees in the camp, is constructed as a part of an imagined community and 
as the way to comfort people’s feeling about the sense of home where they 
cannot physically reach or return to. Consequently, one can see through the 
Karenni National Day event, how collective identity is reconstructed among 
those who are aware or shared the same dream of homeland with the KNPP 
nationalism aspiration.
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In summation, most previous studies focus upon the narratives of 
refugees’ experiences of emplacement, and highlight how refugees adapt and 
deal with lives in the protracted situation of refugee camps. These previous 
studies also contribute to a reflection of refugees’ cultural experiences, focusing 
on religious and ritual practices. In his research in the Karenni refugee camps, 
Dudley only studied the materializing of Karenni culture in exile among the 
Karenni refugees; whereas the research of Grivijitr does not clearly provide 
explanations about the Karenni collective identity. Therefore, this study differs 
from previous studies by examining the space of identity which is created 
through the continuity of traditional rituals and practices through the three 
communal events.

Creating Space of Identities

Three concepts are applied to analyze how refugees have created space 
of identities through each of the three communal events. The first is how space 
of identity is produced or reproduced through symbolic meanings, physical 
space, and social interaction in the three communal events. The second concept 
is agency which examines how key community actors namely the Camp 
Committee, Karen National Day Committee, Ban Mai Nai Soi Cultural 
Committee, and traditional religion practitioners actively engage in the process 
of organizing the three communal events and create connections with the 
outside world. The final concept is that of community as a process where the 
refugee community is perceived as being involved only in the process of 
dependence or relying on external existence. In fact, the refugee community 
is busily involved in the process of people re-identifying themselves by 
recreating or reproducing traditions and cultural elements. Thus, the concept 
of community as a process is applied to analyze how Karenni refugees recreated 
their community as a process in defining their collective identity and articulating 
this identify to connect with the wider world.

Community as a Process Karenni National Day Dee Ku Festival Kay 
Htoe Boe Festival Space of identity -Social Interaction -Symbolic Meanings 
-Physical Space A Confined Space Agency Ban Mai Nai Soi Community Kayah, 
Paku, BwehKayan, Kayaw, Shan, Pa-O, and others
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Figure 2.1 Concept of Space of Identity
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Chapter 3

Contextual Background:  
Understanding the Karenni

The displacement fundamentally affects individual perceptions of place 
and homeland as individuals come to perceive themselves in a new way and 
recreate a new kind of identity and set of social relations (Grundy–Warr and 
Wong, 2002). In particular, the Karenni in the forced displacement areas have 
come to perceive themselves in multiple ways in which they define themselves 
as sub-groups belonging to the Karenni while coming to terms as refugees.

This chapter is divided into five sections: 1) the origin of the Karenni; 
2) pre-displacement life: living in Karenni state; 3) political conflicts and living 
at borders; 4) historical context and the profile of Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp; 5) 
life as refugees in Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp. Highlighted are the shared experiences 
of forced displacement, particularly memories of suffering, moments of coming 
together or the journeying to the border camp, recreating new kinds of social 
relations which help Karenni refugees to construct a sense of togetherness and 
collectively identify themselves as Karenni.

The Origin of Karenni: Who Are Karenni?

The Karenni are rarely known in the wider world as people tend to 
assume that the Karenni are part of the same ethnic group with the Karens. 
Moreover, the rejection of the use of the term “Karenni” in Myanmar has made 
the term less visible or known. Instead, “Kayah,” is largely known. In order to 
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understand the Karenni, it is importrant to know the origin of the Karenni; 
how the term “Karenni” was used during the British colonization, and also the 
dispute over the two names of Karenni and Kayah. This section also explores 
how the Karenni have been continually used or reconstructed in the 
displacement context.

Karenni State is the smallest ethnic state in Myanmar with an area of 
11,731.09 sq. km. It is located in eastern Myanmar, bordered on the north by 
Shan State, the south by Karen State, and the east by Thailand’s Mae Hong Son 
Province. With a population of 207,357 people (UNICEF Report, 2011), Karenni 
State is comprised of different ethno-linguistic groups: Kayah, Kayan, Kayaw, 
Karen-Paku, Manu-Manaw, GeKo-GeBa, Bre, Bwe, and other smaller ethno-
linguistic groups. Thus, the term “Karenni” describes a group of people who 
share and live in the same territory.

Actually, the term “Karenni” which defines a territory, has the root origin 
from the Karen in English and the Kayin in Burmese. In other words, “Karenni” 
was originally adopted from the Karen, or Kayin, and used as an ethnic 
classification in Burma during the British colonization. The people in Karenni 
State are considered as close kin to the Karen or as a sub-group belonging to 
the Karen. They are defined as “Red Karen,” but it is not clear whether the “Red” 
refers to the costume or the skin color of the group. In the Burmese language, 
the suffix “ni” meaning “red” was added to “Kayin,” thus the name “Kayinni.” 
In English, the suffix “ni” was added to “Karen,” thus the name “Karenni.” 
Therefore, the term “Karenni” in both languages literally means “Red Karen.”

Besides being called “Karenni,” the word “Kayah” in the term “Kayah 
State” is also used to refer to Karenni State. The two terms of geographic 
designation, Karenni State and Kayah State refer to the same state and territory. 
However, there is an ongoing dispute over the two names of “Karenni” and 
“Kayah.” They are different with respect to their political implications: “Karenni” 
is used in the quest for independence, while “Kayah” is used for the integration 
into the Union of Myanmar (Kubo, 2014). Karenni describes a heterogeneous 
group inside Karenni/Kayah State. Conversely, Kayah describes a certain ethnic 
group which is the major population in Karenni/Kayah State. Kayah literally 
means “man” in linguistic Kayah. According to the “red” term mentioned above, 
the Kayah also call themselves “Kayahli” which means “Red Man,” from their 
red costumes (Lehman, 1996). Since the term “Kayah” is not historically linked 
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to the recognition of independence and is the name of the majority ethnic 
group in the territory of the Karenni/Kayah State, the Burmese government 
chose this name and rejected using “Karenni.” The term “Karenni” is sensitive 
in respect to Burmese politics because it is a reminder of the independent 
Karenni State once recognized by the British government and Burmese 
kingdom. Thus, “Karenni” is continually used for political purposes to indicate 
the resistance movement against the Burmese government. Similar to the Karen 
insurgents, the term “Karenni” is related to the Karenni rebels who have been 
against the Burmese government in the quest for their own independence since 
1948. This is the key reason why the term “Karenni” was dropped and the term 
“Kayah” was widely adopted and officially replaced by the Burmese government 
in 1951 (The Karenni National Revolutionary Council, 1974).

After changing the name of the state, the term “Karenni” which was once 
regarded as the collective identity among the sub-ethnic groups inside the state, 
was rarely used. Consequently, populations tended to identify themselves 
according to their own sub-ethnic identity, just like the several informants who 
previously lived in the remote areas, and related that back in their village life, 
they were not aware of a Karenni identity or even called themselves “Karenni.” 
For example, Su Reh, a 65 year old man, a former villager in Shadaw Township, 
identified himself as “Kayah” when he lived in the village. He just came to know 
the term “Karenni” in the camp.

While the term “Karenni” has been dropped in Burma, it has been widely 
used by the Karenni political group in exile - the KNPP. In this sense, the term 
“Karenni” not only refers to an independent territory, but also extends into a 
political realm in the displacement context. It is estimated that there are around 
20,000 displaced Karenni in the Thai border camps who have become aware 
of, and identify themselves as Karenni, with “Karenni” used as an umbrella 
term or referred to as an ethno-political umbrella (Dudley, 2010).

However, those in the refugee camps identify themselves as Karenni to 
different degrees of political awareness. The first group of Karenni refugees is 
a social and political group which is politically aware of the Karenni nationalism 
aspiration and the dream of a homeland. They are dominated by the KNPP 
propagation of the history of Karenni independence and autonomy. Conversely, 
most of the subsequent Karenni refugees who arrived in 1996 from the remote 
areas as the outcome of a forced relocation strategy (see Section 3.3), had little 



38

SPACE-MAKING OF KARENNI REFUGEE IDENTITY

or no awareness of the KNPP’s conception of nationalism through the use of 
the term “Karenni.”

Several informants shared similar perceptions of how they perceived 
themselves after crossing the border. Mrs. L, an elderly woman, who fled from 
the forced relocation zone, said that “Once we crossed the border, we no longer 
belong to that side because Burmese soldiers considered us as rebels. This 
clearly shows that the Karenni refugees perceived themselves as those who 
could no longer live in Karenni State. There were others who shared their 
memories of suffering, how they were threatened, and the physical and 
emotional hardships they endured during their journey to the border camps. 
These shared memories of suffering and forced displacement experiences helped 
to reconstruct the sense of “us” in the camp and allowed them to recreate their 
own meaning of the “Karenni” community in the camp.

The historical independence and autonomy of Karenni State is continually 
used by the Karenni resistance group, the KNPP, to articulate the Karenni 
identity which makes it more related to politics and reshaped by the displacement 
context. Once people arrived in the camp and came to identify themselves as 
Karenni, it did not mean that they shared the same dream of an independent 
homeland with the KNPP or the resistance movement. Rather, they come to 
identify themselves as having the shared experiences of forced displacement 
with their KNPP and Karenni companions in the refugee camp.

Pre-Displacement Life: Living in Karenni State

For the refugees, life in Karenni State was better than elsewhere 
particularly when compared with life in the displacement. In their place of 
origin, the Karenni people had more accessibility to livelihood activities with 
subsistence farming and abundant available resources. However in the refugee 
camp, their life is totally changed because they cannot anymore rely on 
subsistence farming or continue with what they had been practicing, 
economically and culturally back in the village.

Livelihoods and a Way of Life
The majority of the Karenni refugee population are subsistence farmers. 

Most of them said that their farms, specifically paddy fields, had been left behind 
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in the villages. Mu Preh Law, 71 years old, former Karenni Cultural Committee 
chairman, was one of those who left his farm behind. He described that, in the 
village, most of the households had their own farms to grow vegetables and 
rice for both annual household consumption and source of the family’s main 
income. Needless to say, villagers did not have to worry about food shortages. 
He further mentioned that most of the children began to help their parents on 
the farm when they turned fourteen years old. Gardening, or cultivating rice 
and seasonal food crops, and raising livestock were the main daily activities of 
life in the villages. Subsistence farming was continually practiced from 
generation-to-generation. Apart from wet rice cultivation, villagers, who settled 
in the lowlands or higher hills, cultivated swidden agriculture and dry rice 
fields. This shows that agriculture was the main livelihood activity for Karenni 
villagers and contributed to the major economic activity in Karenni State. Many 
villages were located in the remote areas where there was a little or no access 
to education and healthcare services (Lehman, 1967) Thus, a large number of 
these groups remained uneducated subsistence farmers.

Inaccessible Education
Karenni refugees have different educational backgrounds. A small 

number from the political elite or social groups were likely to have a more 
formal or better education than other members of the population. A larger 
number of the camp’s middle and elderly aged population who previouly resided 
in villages in the remote areas, came from a lesser educational background. 
Most villages in the remote areas had no schools or teachers. Some villagers 
had only completed basic education at the primary or middle school level. For 
the villages inside Karenni State, the main problem in the education sector was 
that these villages did not have enough school teachers. In this regard, Mu Preh 
Law explained that the schools were dependent on the availability of teachers. 
In some years, the Burmese government sent school teachers to the villages 
from Loi Kaw or other larger townships to teach in the villages; but in other 
years, they completely ignored providing teachers to the villages in the remote 
areas. Therefore, large numbers of villagers could not access basic education 
and remained as illiterate people.

To access education services, children had to go to the district school or 
even attend school in the urban areas. Nay Reh, 28 years old, arrived in the 
camp in 1995, and he said that the children could not attend school because 
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there was no school or teacher in the village. Children had to move to the larger 
villages in the district if they wanted to attend school. However, these schools 
were very expensive and most families could not afford to send their children 
there. Nay Reh was one of the village children who could not attend school. 
With his overwhelming desire to attend school, he decided to come to the 
border camp in 1995.

Apart from attending school in the district or crossing the border to 
receive an education, religious groups also assumed a significant role in 
providing education. In particular, missionaries who came to teach their religion 
also taught villagers how to read and write. Many Karenni refugees who 
previously received their education stated that they were very thankful to those 
missionaries who were mostly local Karenni people. The missionaries did not 
only provide education to children but to adults as well. Mu Preh Law said that 
because Karenni villagers had less education, large population remained 
backward and were left behind in the economic development. Clearly, a large 
number of the Karenni population remained illiterate.

Lack of Healthcare Services and Dependency on Traditional Healing
Many villagers settled in inaccessible areas with no access to public 

healthcare services such as hospitals or clinics. These services were located only 
in the urban areas far from the Karenni villages, therefore, the villagers did not 
depend on modern medicines or treatment when they became sick or had a 
disease. Instead, they relied on traditional treatments and healing which 
involved using natural herbs and conducting spiritual rites such as an animal 
sacrifice. Traditional healing has been practiced since the time of their ancestors 
and continues to be practiced up to today. Because of these patterns of ritual 
practice in healing sicknesses, many villages were able to maintain their 
traditional society, especially in the Kayah villages and the villages of other 
sub-Karenni groups that practice the traditional religion7. This practice of 
healing was seen purposefully to call souls or spirits back into the patient’s 
body. According to Mu Preh Law, villagers believed that when a person became 
sick, it was because an evil spirit took their soul or that the soul was lost 

7 Traditional religion, refers to the Kay Htoe Boe religion, involves the practice of ritual and 
animal sacrifice. Most people perceived the Karenni traditional religion as animist. Thus, 
the terms traditional religion and animist, used in this research, mean the same.
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somewhere else. Consequently, they believed that calling the soul back into the 
body would definitely heal the patient. To do this, it required spirit rites through 
the process of sacrificing an animal, conducting a divination, and using a feather 
to paint a chicken or pig’s blood on the patient’s body.

More importantly, the chicken bone divination was considered as a 
curative ritual. It was also used as the divination for the well-being of individuals 
and households. Since many villagers practiced the traditional religion and 
lived in the remote areas, they rarely went for modern medical treatment. Thus, 
most of them had no experience of receiving medical treatment at a hospital 
or clinic. Pleh Reh, male, 40 years old, said that his family had never been to 
hospital or clinic, and they have no knowledge about medical treatment. When 
he or his siblings became sick, his parents just asked the elders to conduct a 
chicken bone divination and they became better. Consequently, traditional 
healing was the primary choice made by the villagers. Those who did not 
practice the traditional religion and lived in the remote areas went to a hospital 
or clinic for medical treatment in a faraway town or an urban area. However, 
traditional healing was still practiced by some villagers who had converted to 
other religions, like the Catholic followers. Thus, this demonstrated that 
traditional healing remained an important regular practice for most villages 
in Karenni State.

Social System: the Rule of Traditional Leader (Kay Jar)
Throughout the Karenni State where traditional religion is practiced, 

the people in villages and districts alike maintained their traditional social 
system with the rule of the Kay Jar8 or traditional leader. This position resembled 
that of the district governor who administrated the village’s affairs related to 
social and culture matters and worked closely with the village headman. Mu 
Preh Law explained that the Kay Jar was an influential leader.

The Kay Jar acted prominently as a mediator for disputes or minor wrong 
doings between individuals or households in the village. His judgment was 
seen as trustworthy and fair, so he became a respectful leader. Khu Poe Reh, a 
47 year-old man and the current BMN cultural chairman described that in the 

8 A Kay Jar is the influential leader in a village. One large village had one Kay Jar and small vil-
lages shared one Kay Jar. The Kay Jar was selected by the villagers and his appropriation to the 
position was determined by a chicken bone divination and the recommendation of elders.



42

SPACE-MAKING OF KARENNI REFUGEE IDENTITY

village, they did not need to have a judiciary or court system because the Kay 
Jar played the role in mediating and resolving the conflicts in the village. Khu 
Poe Reh also gave a clear example of how the Kay Jar mediated a small conflict 
among villagers. He said that if a villager’s cow got into another person’s yard, 
a kind of incidence which violated the rules in the village, the Kay Jar had to 
mediate it, even though it was just small conflict between individuals. It seemed 
that in the village, police or law enforcement was not necessary.

In cultural aspects, the Kay Jar led ritual practices and annual traditional 
festivals. Among other traditional healers, the Kay Jar was the most prominent 
one. Mu Preh Law said that Karenni traditional religious practitioners believe 
that when a certain number of community members became sick at the same 
time, this could mean that a bad spirit had entered the village. It could also 
indicate that the ill people’s souls were lost somewhere, so the souls needed to 
be called back. Also, when many villagers were ill at the same time, they would 
ask the Kay Jar to conduct a chicken bone divination or to make an animal 
sacrifice, usually with pigs, to expel the bad spirit and recall the villagers’ souls 
back. This was a significant example of how the Kay Jar played his influential 
role in leading the spiritual rites or sacred space of the village. Furthermore, 
Kay Jar also led the annual ritual festivals. Obviously, the ruling system at the 
village level prominently depends upon the Kay Jar. Bo Sein Bui, 55 year-old 
former camp leader said that because the Kay Jar was highly respected among 
the villagers, a former Kay Jar was asked to communicate with the refugee 
arrivals in 1996 to manage their properly assigned places or zone in the camp. 
From their pre-displacement situation, refugees now experience a new ruling 
system that shifted from the Kay Jar to camp administrator.

Cultural System and Interaction between Karenni Sub-Groups
The cultural system inside Karenni State is well-preserved in a traditional 

manner as each respective sub-ethnic group is continually practicing their 
annual rituals. The villages’ diverse culture, religions, and traditions are 
distinctively seen. For example, each sub-ethnic group settled in villages 
according to their respective ethnic backgrounds, such as Kayah, Manu, Manaw, 
Paku-Karen, and Kayan villages. The Kayah villages are the most numerous 
villages in the Karenni State and most of these villages practice the traditional 
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religion. On the other hand, the Paku-Karen in Mawchi practices Christianity, 
and the Shan group which settled in Shadaw, maintains Buddhist practices.

In regard to the social interaction between sub-Karenni groups, Lung 
Mang, a 51 year-old ethnic Shan mentioned that only Shan people lived in the 
Shan village. However, they had interrelationships with the Kayah villages 
through their attendance at the Kayah religious practices or festivals. In village 
life, the contact within the Karenni sub-ethnic groups was not on a regular 
daily basis, but rather through occasional social contact.

Various sub-Karenni groups rarely came into contact or interacted. Each 
group tended to live separately in their own villages and identify themselves 
with their sub-ethnic group. However, the Karenni sub-groups have come in 
contact, interacted together, and shared the displacement moment.

Political Conflicts and Life at the Borders

“Burmese soldiers arrested most of the adult males in our village, 
including me, and accused us of being KNPP insurgent supporters. During the 
investigation, they tied us, and beat and hit us badly. We were tortured for a 
week. They asked us what information we gave to the Karenni soldiers. We told 
the Burmese soldiers that we only provided them with food. We further 
explained to them that our village was located by a roadside which both the 
Burmese soldiers and the Karenni soldiers passed by. Thus, the Karenni soldiers 
always came and stopped by our village to get food and then continued on the 
way with their patrolling. We were just villagers and did not have any weapons; 
so we could not refuse both sides whenever they asked us to do something.” 
(Mr. A, 65 years old, February, 2016)

This situation, narrated by Mr. A, former village headman in Bawlakae 
Township happened in 1994 prior to the forced relocation strategy implemented 
by the Burmese military government. He explained the situation and how the 
villagers were victimized by the conflict and fighting. The villagers preferred 
to live peacefully in their original village and did not want to support either 
side. Unfortunately, due to their ethnic link, the Burmese soldiers always accused 
villagers to be KNPP supporters or being involved with the KNPP. The villagers 
lived in fear amidst the fighting not only because of the shelling and shooting, 
but also in fear of physical harm or even persecution if they were caught and 
accused of being KNPP supporters. Obviously, the villagers were directly 
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affected by the fighting between the Burmese soldiers and the Karenni 
insurgents. The political conflict, which led to the armed confrontations, was 
the main cause of the forced displacement.

It is commonly known that Myanmar has a prolonged ethnic conflict 
which has caused large numbers of ethnic minorities to be forcibly displaced 
along the Thai-Myanmar border. Decades of political conflict in Karenni State 
arose when the then Karenni States’ leaders asserted to maintain independence 
by refusing to join the Union of Burma. Yet, refusing to be part of newly-
independent Burma did not bring the real self-autonomy to the Karenni States. 
Rather, the Burmese government continually intervened in Karenni internal 
affairs and launched an aggressive repression within the Karenni States. The 
main purpose of the Burmese government was to secure control of the natural 
resources inside the Karenni States and bring them into their new Union of 
Burma under a central political control. To accomplish this, the Burmese 
government cracked down on the Karenni opposition groups by capturing and 
killing the key Karenni leader which later brought mass changes to Karenni 
politics. Subsequently, the oppression provoked the Karenni political groups 
who had been insisting on the Karenni States’ independence since the British 
colonial era, to launch their armed opposition against the Burmese military 
invasion, starting in 1948. The Karenni resistance groups began to form political 
and armed groups and patrol along the Karenni States’ frontier. Their political 
wing was called the Karenni Revolutionary National Council9 (KRNC) and the 
armed wing was called the United Karenni States Independence Army. After 
four decades of fighting, the Karenni resistance groups eventually withdrew to 
the eastern bank of the Salween River and then to the Thai border. They were 
the first group to take refuge in Thailand and were later followed by more waves 
of Karenni refugees fleeing to the Thai border camps.

The Karenni refugees fled to Thailand in waves/phases during three 
different time periods. The first border crossing movement to Thailand occurred 
in the late era of the Burmese dictator, General Ne Win and his government, 
the so-called State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC)10. The Karenni 

9 The Karenni National Revolutionary Council was the former name of the KNPP and 
initially established by the people who formed the Karenni revolutionist groups after World 
War II.

10 The State Law and Order Restoration Council refers to the former Burmese military gov-
ernment after the era of General Ne Win.
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resistance members, KNPP, and their supporters were the major groups who 
were scattered along the border for political or economic reasons. According 
to a former KNPP leader, from the 1950s to the early 1990s, the KNPP was 
able to exercise their armed activities and protect their civilian supporters, who 
were mostly their family members or relatives on the eastern bank of the Salween 
River. They were also able to control the border trade routes from Karenni State 
and Southern Shan State into Thailand. The KNPP’s main source of income 
was the taxation of border traders. Civilians, who could not bear the SLORC 
oppression or sympathized with the KNPP’s nationalist aspirations, joined the 
KNPP movement by crossing from the SLORC-controlled areas into the interior 
of Karenni State to reside in the KNPP-controlled areas. The KNPP established 
villages for civilians near the Thai border close to the KNPP’s political 
headquarters, but far from Karenni Army (KA) bases. Two of these villages 
were Ban Huay Pulong and Thana Kwai, opposite Thailand’s Mae Hong Son 
Province. This setting protected civilians and KNPP’s leaders from being 
attacked directly by the SLORC because they were patrolling the Salween River 
border with Thailand. At the same time, it made it easier to administer and 
manage the civilian population and movements. During the time of increased 
border trade in the late 1970s and 1980s, villagers, who were in the KNPP-
controlled areas, frequently crossed back and forth to the Thai border villages 
and towns, like Ban Nai Soi and Mae Hong Son on foot to buy clothes, food, 
medicine, and get healthcare service.

From 1985 to 1995, there was much political turmoil in Burma with 
human rights abuses and violations reaching a peak in the country. After the 
students’ uprising in 1988, the KNPP welcomed the fleeing students who formed 
the All Burma Student Democratic Front (ABSDF)11 in the KNPP-controlled 
areas. To destroy the ABSDF bases and KNPP headquarters in Ban Huay Pulong, 
the Burmese military launched a heavy attack. Consequently, the civilians and 
the KNPP leaders were forced to flee to Thailand at Ban Huay Pu Keng and 
Huay Mor in 1989. They were able to return after the KA (Karenni Army) 
regained the areas.

11 ABSDF refers to the student groups who protested in 1988 against the Burmese dictator-
ship, fled to the border areas, and formed student armies in areas controlled by the ethnic 
armed resistance groups.
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Immediately after the second Burmese military coup in 1992, there were 
further heavy and constant attacks against Ban Thana Kwai and Ban Na Ong 
in 1993. Large numbers of Karenni villagers, and KNPP and ABSDF members 
fled to Ban Pang Kwai at the Thai border and were allowed by the Thai 
government to take temporary refuge there. During those years, they were not 
yet recognized as refugees by the UNHCR. The KNPP took the responsibility 
to take care of their people by providing food and also requested a Christian 
missionary organization to provide food assistance to the people affected by 
the fighting. This organization, later known as the Burma Border Consortium 
(BBC)1212, gave food rations to the Karenni people in those previous camps.

The affected population moved from the KNPP villages to the Thai border 
camps and spent their lives on two borders, crossing back and forth many times 
during the fighting. The villagers remained in the villages when the Burmese 
soldiers did not attack, but had to flee into the jungle on the Thai border when 
the Burmese soldiers approached or attacked. Even when on the border, they 
still fled from the shelling and shooting which came from the Thai side of the 
border. Their lives were on a constant run. Khu Ei Reh, the 64 year-old former 
Camp 3 leader narrated about their lives at the two borders:

The first wave of refugees was mostly the families of the KNPP 
members, KA soldiers, and Karenni villagers who lived in the 
KNPP-controlled areas. The KNPP villages and the 
headquarters’ village were attacked by the Burmese soldiers 
numerous times. Many of us fled straight to the Thai territory 
and took refuge in the unofficial permitted areas. We lived in 
Saw Yo Lae near the Ban Kwai zone in the Thai border camp. 
This camp was very near the border of Burma or the Burmese 
military-occupied area. We moved back and forth from Saw 
Yo Lae to the KNPP headquarters and villages. When the 
Burmese soldiers attacked, we moved to Saw Yo Lae. In 1991, 
Saw Yo Lae was not a safe place anymore; we were badly 
attacked. So, we moved to settle in the former Camp 3 and 

12 Burma Border Consortium (BBC) was the former name of the TBC. It initially provided 
food assistance to the Karen and Karenni people who fled or were otherwise affected by 
the fighting and had settled on the Thai border since 1985. It was established by Christian 
missionary groups.
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this camp was the first camp recognized as a temporary shelter 
for those who were affected by the fighting. While fleeing, we 
could not bring any property with us. We left all our property 
in the jungle; we only brought rice and pots. More than that, 
the move from camp-to-camp really affected the lives of 
children, especially their education. The children could not 
receive a proper education since they had to move most of 
the time and the schools were rebuilt many times in a new 
camp. The children, in the camp, experienced constant fleeing 
with most of their childhood life spent in the jungle. (Khu Ei 
Reh, June, 2016)

Khu Ei Reh’s story clearly illustrated how life at the border was unsecured 
and uncertain. While fleeing many times from the fighting, their status as 
displaced people or refugees was not clearly defined or accepted because they 
still crossed back to the KNPP villages. Because of the frequent and heavy 
attacks on the Karenni civilians in the border camp, these affected people were 
forced to flee again to more secure camps, farther from the border on the Thai 
side. While at a camp on the Thai side, it was clearly seen that their existence 
was affected by the fighting. It was not until 1994 that the UNHCR recognized 
them as refugees while the Thai government considered them as displaced 
people who had temporarily fled from the fighting. The first wave of Karenni 
refugees were settled in the former Karenni Refugee Camps 1, 2, 3 and 4 in the 
Mueang District, and the Karenni Refugee Camp 5 in the Khunyuam District, 
both in Thailand’s Mae Hong Son Province. The camps were established 
according to the natural border routes where the refugees entered into Thailand. 
These camps, during that time, were not as large as today and scattered along 
the border. The Thai government later consolidated the initial five Karenni 
refugee camps into two camps.

After the first groups were settled in the camps, the fighting in Karenni 
State continued and the conflict-affected population increased significantly 
from 1995-1996 as a consequence of the forced relocation strategy. This resulted 
in the second wave of refugees, fleeing from conflict-affected villages, who 
arrived in the camps beginning in 1996. In discussing about their lives in the 
village during the conflict, many refugees from this second period talked about 
the oppression they endured from the Burmese soldiers who fought the Karenni 
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resistance soldiers since the 1970s. The oppression was in the form of forced 
labor to work as porters for Burmese soldiers1313. Some people were accused 
and investigated as KNPP supporters. Furthermore, the villagers’ livestock and 
food were often confiscated without compensation by Burmese soldiers who 
patrolled around village. Many villagers in the conflict areas did not move to 
the Thai border camp before 1996 because they thought they could bear the 
oppression that would be over soon. Actually, many of them had a strong 
attachment to their homeland and did not want to leave. Furthermore, some 
of them thought positively about the situation after the 1995 signing of a ceasefire 
agreement between the Burmese military government and the KNPP, and they 
expected a halt in fighting and end of oppression by the Burmese soldiers. 
Consequently, they thought they could live normal lives and do their subsistence 
farming without being fearful of persecution. Unfortunately, villagers were able 
to enjoy a brief period of only four months of the ceasefire because the Burmese 
military government broke the agreement.

The situation inside Karenni State worsened after the ceasefire agreement 
was broken. There were a series of intensified fighting between Burmese soldiers 
and KNPP soldiers in 1996. The Karenni villages in the KNPP-controlled areas 
such as Shadaw and Bawlakae Townships were targeted and heavily attacked. 
Many villagers in the Townships who had been suspected as KNPP supporters 
were detained and interrogated and some were tortured and persecuted by 
Burmese soldiers. At that time, the Burmese military implemented a forced 
relocation strategy known as the “Four Cuts Strategy” to cut off food, money, 
information, and new recruits allegedly given by the Karenni villagers to the 
Karenni insurgents. The villagers in the conflict areas were ordered to stop 
supporting Karenni soldiers and within a week, they were forced to leave their 
villages to go to the Burmese military’s relocation zones away from the active 
Karenni insurgent areas. It was estimated that 96 villages were affected by the 
forced relocation strategy (Grundy-Warr and Wong, 2002).

After the villagers left, the Burmese soldiers destroyed some villages, 
burned down houses and paddy stock, killed livestock, and planted landmines. 
Pleh Reh, 40 year-old man, was one of several informants whose houses and 

13 Porters refer to those villagers who were forced to carry ammunitions, cooking pots, food 
stuffs, and other heavy items by the Burmese soldiers to their army camps which were a 
long distance from their village and took many travel days.
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villages were burnt down. He related that when he and other villagers fled and 
hid in the jungle, they could see smoke from their burning houses. Many 
Karenni villages in the conflict areas were burned down and destroyed rendering 
a large number of Karenni villagers homeless. Some villagers moved to the 
relocation zones as ordered by the Burmese soldiers while others either hid 
and spent life in the jungle as internally displaced persons (IDPs) in varying 
periods of time, or crossed the border into Thailand. Bo Gha Nga Reh, 58 year- 
old former village headman in Shadaw Township related that the relocation 
zone was like a concentration camp where people had to share houses and there 
was no food or available livelihoods. Thus, villagers instantly fled and hid in 
the jungle for a short period of time before they finally crossed the border and 
went directly to a Thai border camp. He further said that during their journey 
to the camp, Karenni soldiers helped and accompanied them and showed the 
route to the Thai camp. Several informants narrated how troubling and difficult 
life was, hiding in the jungle and journeying to the Thai border camp. Mr. A, 
former village headman, related that the Burmese soldiers sent a notice ordering 
the villagers to move to the relocation zone within one week, otherwise the 
village will be burned down and the villagers killed.

The former village headman and his villagers ignored the letter and they 
did not move to the relocation zone as ordered. The angry Burmese soldiers 
came to the village, and ordered the former village chief to take all the villagers 
to the relocation zone within three days. To enforce this order, the Burmese 
soldiers took three male villagers as hostages and threatened that if the villagers 
did not arrive within three days, the three hostages would be killed. With the 
approval of the villagers, the former village headman decided to take the risk 
of not going to the relocation zone as ordered, because he reasoned that they 
would have an unsure life there. He felt that it was preferable to risk three 
hostages rather than losing the lives of all the villagers. He led the villagers to 
hide in the jungle before they made their way to the Thai border camp.

Life in the jungle was a most difficult period for villagers since they had 
to live together as a group, always cautious of the approach of Burmese soldiers. 
Mr. A said they spent a month in the jungle with little or no food. Even the 
crying of infants caused the villagers to argue among themselves, fearing that 
the sound might draw the attention of patrolling Burmese soldiers. While in 
the jungle, some of them became sick without knowing the cause while others 
died on the way unable to be helped by the group. Karenni soldiers guided 
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them to the Thai border camp and warned them to be aware of the Burmese 
military patrols in the area. When the Burmese soldiers patrolled the road they 
planned to use, they had to turn back and stayed longer in the jungle. It took 
longer to cross the Thai border Due to the dangerous journey.

Not all forced relocated villagers or IDPs arrived at the former Camp 2 in 
1996 since some of them hid in the jungle and moved from place to place inside 
Karenni State. Some arrived at the former Camp 2 years later after spending lives 
in the jungle or conflict areas as IDPs. Most arrivals from 1996 to 1999 were the 
villagers who were affected by the forced relocation strategy in the eastern 
townships, especially the Shadaw and Bawlakhe Townships of Karenni State. 
After 1999, quite a number of villagers affected by the forced relocation strategy 
arrived at the camp. However, the numbers were not as high as the previous four 
years. The refugees who arrived at the Thai camps during the first and second 
periods had been identified or recognized as populations affected by the conflict 
and fighting. In contrast, there were a number of Karenni villagers who arrived 
at the Thai camps during the post-conflict period or when there was no major 
fighting along the border or in the conflict zones. The latest flow or third wave 
of refugees in the Thai camps were villagers who could not endure hardships 
such as poor education and healthcare services. They came to the Thai camps 
after 2005 with some still arriving in the camps as recent as 2015.

There were three waves of refugee migration to the Thai border camps. 
The first wave was from 1989 to 1994 and these were those affected by the 
attacks on the KNPP’s headquarters in Ban Thana Kwai and Na Ong. Most of 
them were KNPP members, families, relatives, and the 8888 Students. The 
second wave began with those affected by the forced relocation strategy and 
journeyed directly to the Thai border camps. It also included those who arrived 
at the camps in later years after hiding and spending life as IDPs in the jungle. 
Significantly, the major influx of Karenni refugees into Thailand was in 1996 
when there were five Karenni refugee camps. The third wave started with those 
who arrived at the camps during the post-conflict period after 2005, with a 
significant increase in 2009.

The refugees who came at different periods were placed in different 
camps. In the Mueang District, the refugees from the former Camp 1 were 
consolidated with the former Camp 2 in 1996. Then in 2002, the former Camp 
3 was relocated to the former Camp 2 which is now known as the Ban Mai Nai 
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Soi Camp or Karenni Refugee Site 1. In the Khunyuam District, the former 
Camp 4 was consolidated together into the former Camp 5 in 1999-2000. Today, 
it is known as the Ban Mae Surin Camp or Karenni Refugee Site 2. The camps 
were consolidated into two camps or sites, according a Thai government policy 
to decrease the number of refugee camps. The Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp was one 
of the results of consolidated camps. This situation will be explained further 
within the following section.

From 1989-93 Refugees crossed forth and back to Ta Na Kwai Ban Pang 
Yon Camp (people from Nar On) relocated to former Camp 2. First phase refugees 
moved to former camp 3, and consolidated with former camp 2 in 2002 Camp

Figure 3.1 A Map of Migrating Route and Camp Settlings

Historical Background and the Profile of Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp

The Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp is located in the remote jungle along a rough 
road which turns muddy during the rainy season. The Karenni refugees call 
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this Camp Noe Pa Ah14 in the Kayah dialect, while outsiders and refugees 
officially call it Sa Kha Tee15 in the Burmese language which means Camp 1. 
Local Thai-Saw Yo Lae (1989-1991) Ban Nai Soi Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp (2002 
– up to date) Ban Pang Yon (1993-1995) Former Camp 3 (1991-2002) Former 
Camp 2 (1996-2002) Nar On Ta Na Kwai Shan villagers, in Ban Nai Soi, called 
it Hauy Mor16 because the camp is geographically located in a basin. It was 
officially named the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp Temporary Shelter when it became 
the new consolidated camp of the three Karenni refugee camps. The Camp was 
initially established in 1996 when the Royal Thai Army and Thai Border Patrol 
Police relocated the former Camp 117 and Camp 218 to the area of Ban Pang 
Kwai (BK) and Ban Tractor (BT) (Prungchit, 2008). In 2003, the Karenni 
refugees in the former Camp 319 (which was located near Ban Nai Soi village), 
were relocated to the former Camp 2, forming the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp as 
we know it today.

Mu Preh Law described that when they arrived at the former Camp 2, 
they were just a small population scattered around the northern part of the 
camp in Ban Pang Kwai, located near the Thai border adjacent to Karenni State. 
The rest of the camp area was forest. It was then when refugees from the former 
Camp 3 were relocated in their camp resulting in an increase in the camp’s 

14 “Noe Pa Ah” is a phrase in the Kayah language which means “heavy mud.” Many Kayah 
refugees call the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp, Noe Pa Ah. Other sub-ethnic groups also recognize 
this name. Most Kayah elder and ordinary refugees always introduce themselves as one 
from Noe Pa Ah.

15 This means Camp 1 in English. The term of “Sa Kha Tee” has been officially used by the 
Karenni Refugee Committee, Camp Committee, camp-based organizations, refugees, 
NGOs, and outsiders.

16 Local Shan-Thai villagers called it “Huay Mor” in the Shan language. They recognize this 
name because the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp is located among steams and basins. They also 
call the refugee laborers, who work on their farms and travel to the village, “Khon Hauy 
Mor” which means the “people from Huay Mor.” Huay Mor was the first place that the 
Karenni civilians, and the KNPP leaders and members took refuge in 1989 before they 
moved to a more secure place in the former Camp 3 where it was close to Ban Nai Soi.

17 The Karenni refugees, who scattered at Pang Yong along the border, were relocated in the 
former Camp 1 in 1995.

18 The former Camp 2 accommodated the newly-arriving Karenni refugees who fled from 
the ongoing fighting inside Karenni State and were affected by the forced relocation strategy 
of the Burmese military government in 1996. Those who fled to the camp were ordinary 
villagers from the villages in Shadaw Township.

19 The former Camp 3, named Ban Mai, was established in 1991 and located near Ban Nai 
Soi village.
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population. The Thai Ministry of Interior (MOI)20 relocated the new arrivals 
in the southern part of the camp. As a result, the camp areas were eventually 
extended into the forest. Now, there are twenty sections in the camp which is 
divided into two zones, BK and BT.

Mu Preh Law also narrated that many Karenni refugees from Camp 3 
spoke Burmese, whereas he and the people from the former Camps 1 and 2 
rarely spoke Burmese. This was because those from the former Camp 3 were 
from different ethnic backgrounds and some of them had been part of, or had 
been involved in the Karenni resistance movement (Dudley, 2010). Some Kayan 
and Kayaw groups that formerly settled in Section 6 in the former Camp 3 also 
moved to the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp in the following years (Lawitts, 2008). 
Therefore, the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp brought together a diverse population 
in the new consolidated camp.

Community Structure in the Camp

Like the other refugee camps along the Thai-Myanmar border, the Ban 
Mai Nai Soi Camp has its own administrative system or self-designed governing 
bodies. The Karenni Refugee Committee (KnRC) is the largest administration 
unit, overseeing the two camps. Within a camp, the Camp Committee manages 
the day-to-day affairs and works with the CBOs. Both the Camp Committee 
and the CBOs receive financial and technical support from the NGOs. The 
Camp Committee heads the camp that is divided into sections which are the 
smallest administrative units. Each section has a Section Committee headed 
by a leader who is responsible for the section’s daily affairs. Besides managing 
the camp affairs, the Camp Committee also leads in Karenni traditions and 
cultural preservation. In the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp, the Camp Committee 
cooperates with a committee called the Ban Mai Nai Soi (BMN) Camp Cultural 
Committee (CCC) in organizing and running the annual festivals, and the 
traditional and cultural events in the camp.

20 The MOI (Ministry of Interior) administers the local district in monitoring the refugee 
camps.
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BMN Camp Cultural Committee and its Role
The BMN Camp Cultural Committee (CCC) has preserved and led the 

Dee Ku and Kay Htoe Boe Festivals. This Committee is different from the 
Karenni National Day Committee but both have the involvement and support 
of the KNPP.

Since the two annual ritual festivals were reinvented, the former 
traditional leaders in the Karenni villages became the key actors involved in 
the reinvention and preservation of the continuity of the two annual festivals.

Actually, the BMN CCC became active in 2012 after the consolidation 
of the Karenni Cultural Committee (KCC) members into the camp’s advisory 
board. The KCC had been involved with the worship ceremonies and was the 
ritual center of the Kay Htoe Boe religion practitioners (referred to as traditional 
religion or animism). From 1999-2011, the KCC was separate from the CCC 
structure, but it played a significant role in overseeing and supporting the CCC. 
To comprehend how the BMN CCC assumed a significant role in leading the 
process, it is necessary to understand how the KCC was established and became 
first involved in the camp’s cultural affairs.

The KCC was established in 1999 by a group of former Kay Jars, former 
village cultural leaders, and KNPP members. Mu Preh Law narrated that he 
and a group of former Kay Jars discussed about the continuity of the traditional 
practices in the camp with the KNPP. He and former Kay Jar Oo Reh were 
recommended by the KNPP senior leaders to work diligently on this matter. 
Kay Jar Oo Reh was then selected as the chairperson of the KCC through the 
chicken bone divination and the agreement of the KCC and the KNPP members. 
The chairperson leads the practices and works with the KCC to oversee the 
organizing of the festivals or rituals in the Karenni refugee camps. In the initial 
years, the KNPP was involved and helped the KCC to negotiate with the MOI 
or the local district governor to allow the Karenni refugees to carry on their 
traditional practices and use some local resources.

For the structure, the KCC incorporated KNPP members in leading and 
organizing the festivals in refugee camps. The KCC was under a department 
of the KNPP since the latter remained actively involved in the KCC. Aside from 
former Kay Jars, the camp’s youth group and young people were the members 
of the KCC.
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In the meantime, the two annual cultural festivals had become camp affairs. 
As a result, the BMN CCC was established. Bo Gha Nga Reh, former village head 
of Daw Kra Aww village, was assigned as the BMN CCC chairperson in order 
to work with the KCC in organizing and facilitating two annual cultural festivals. 
As communal cultural festivals, the sections in the camp celebrated the festivals 
on the same days. The date of celebration of the festivals was determined by a 
chicken bone divination conducted annually by the BMN CCC.

The KCC initiated various public events to draw in participants from 
other religious beliefs, such as sports events, stage show nights, and traditional 
dancing competitions at the two festivals and the Kay Htoe Boe Grand Festival 
in 1999. From 1999-2012, the public events were greatly supported and funded 
by the KNPP. Simultaneously, there were community contributions from the 
Karenni refugees themselves. The refugees from the former Camps 1, 2, and 3 
attended each other’s festivals from 1999-2002 and the hosting camp was 
financially supported and helped by the KCC. From 1999-2010, the KCC actively 
created and mobilized a network for the practice of Kay Htoe Boe with other 
Kayan and Kayah communities in Mae Hong Son Province, Thailand. The other 
significant role of the KCC was fundraising for the two annual cultural festivals 
because in recent years, it has faced challenges to continue the festivals as the 
financial support from the KNPP was reduced. The KCC had to look for 
alternative financial support, such as from NGOs in the camp that contribute 
awards or prizes in the sports events and traditional dancing competitions.

Seeing that the festivals in Camp 2 were not as active as in past years, 
the KCC members changed their status to the BMN CCC Advisory Board in 
2012. Essentially, the KCC was dissolved but the BMN CCC replaced it and 
was supervised and advised by the former KCC members. In 2013, the BMN 
CCC, with its camp advisory board, was consolidated into the KNPP’s Literacy 
Department. In August 2013, new committee members were selected. Khu Poe 
Reh, 47 years old, a practitioner of the Kay Htoe Boe religion, was selected as 
chairperson. He was a Kay Jar back in his village and had a good experience 
in leading the two annual festivals and knowledge of the rituals and traditions. 
When he arrived at the camp, he led the annual holding of the traditional 
festivals in his Section 14. Thus, with his previous position and role as the 
section cultural leader, he was considered for the position in the BMN CCC. 
Khu Poe Reh said that in recent years, the preservation of the two annual ritual 
festivals and traditions had been integrated through the process of cultural 
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transmission of traditional knowledge and the creation of networks with the 
Karenni communities inside Karenni State and that the Committee plays an 
important role in transmitting traditional knowledge. In particular, the elder 
members on the advisory board actively educate the youth about the ritual 
performances and the historical myth of the two annual rituals. Through the 
preservation and organization of the two annual rituals festivals, it can be said 
that the BMN CCC has been able to develop and exercise their agency.

Figure 3.2 Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp Cultural Committee’s structure

The figure above shows the structure of the BMN CCC and how it involves 
the sections’ traditional leaders and youth. It also depicts how the Camp 
Committee and external actors, particular the KNPP, are incorporated into the 
structure. The BMN CCC works closely with the Camp Committee in leading 
the annual festivals in the camp.
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In this respect, it is greatly supported with funding and advice by the 
KNPP Literacy Department. The Camp Committee informs camp residents, 
facilitates the venue, and helps negotiate with the local Thai authorities and the 
NGOs for support of the annual festivals. More importantly, to integrate the 
section festivals and practices in the camp, the Committee also involves the 
section cultural leaders in the structure. It does this so the section cultural 
leaders can inform the section residents about the annual festivals and integrate 
the practice of the section into the camp. Furthermore, the section cultural 
leaders also gather the section residents to become involved in the camp, 
especially the youth. The Committee also established the youth group to help 
in organizing the festivals, lead the traditional dancing performances in the 
camp, and train the section youth and children to learn the traditional dancing 
patterns or skills. In each section, the annual festivals are also facilitated by the 
section leaders who help the traditional leaders make announcements and 
gather the residents to participate in the festivals. Thus, the BMN CCC is the 
central group which incorporates key community and external actors to become 
involved in the continuous process of organizing and celebrating the two annual 
festivals of Dee Ku and Kay Htoe Boe.

Life as Karenni Refugees in the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp

The Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp is a protracted refugee situation because the 
camp has existed for more than two decades. It has been hosting pre-existing 
refugees and a new flow over this period, with the refugees crossing the border, 
relocating in a consolidated camp, being employed as illegal migrants in 
Thailand, and resettling to third countries. Thus, the population began to change 
in the first year of the resettlement program in 2005 with the increasing number 
of post-conflict arrival refugees.

Since then, the MOI and UNHCR have classified refugees into different 
statuses, determined by the reasons and time of arrival. The affected population 
from the conflict or fighting is categorized as registered refugees while the 
post-conflict arrivals are categorized as unregistered refugees. Some of latter 
post-conflict arrivals are granted PRE status, waiting for the verification process 
to be registered as refugees and to be able to re-unite with their families in third 
countries. Not all who have PRE status are granted the status of registered 
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refugees because the verification process determines if the reason for coming 
to the camp is fleeing from persecution.

Status Post-2002 Camp 
Consolidation

Post-Resettlement 
2011

Recent 2015

BMN Registered 17,883 11,263 7,785
PRE Status No new arrival 

record or had not 
arrived this year

1,032 707

Unregistered No new arrival 
record or had not 
arrived this year

2,300 2,963

Table 3.1 Refugee Status

The above table shows the number of refugees by status. The unregistered 
refugees tended to gradually increase over 2006-2015 while the registered 
refugees gradually decreased. Obviously, the circumstances and situations of 
the camp have changed since the post-resettlement. This section will explore 
refugees’ lives and the situation of the camp based on two periods: pre-and 
post-resettlement. This section will also discuss the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp’s 
connections and relations with other communities, particularly with the local 
Thai community.

The Camp Prior to the Resettlement
The traditional refugees21 were the pre-existing group in the Ban Mai 

Nai Soi Camp, or the former Camp 1, located in the Ban Kwai area. They were 
later joined by the former Camp 2 inhabitants who arrived at the Camp in 
1994. People still called it Camp 2 after the consolidation of Camps 1 and 2. 
The former Camp 2 was located in a remote and less accessible area compared 
to the former Camp 3. There were just a few middle schools in the former Camp 
2 and students had to continue high school in the former Camp 3. Therefore, 
the distance and time to transport students to the schools in the former Camp 
3 were significantly increased. All the Karenni refugee camps were connected 
as the refugees travelled to other camps regularly in the earlier years of the 

21 The term “traditional refugees” is used from Dudley (2010), in identifying a group of refu-
gees from a background of animism and lesser education and residing in the northern 
camp during 1996.
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camps to visit their relatives and friends, especially during the annual ritual 
festivals, and to attend high schools and post-ten schools.

Significantly, the former Camp 3 was a more accessible location than 
the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp because it was situated near the local Thai village 
of Ban Nai Soi. The camp residents could easily contact foreign volunteer 
teachers because of their availability in the former Camp 3, and students at that 
time, received good education especially in English. Thus, the former Camp 3 
became the center for the Karenni refugee camps to contact the outside world 
and get foreign aid. It also became the education center for all the Karenni 
refugee students who wanted to pursue a post-high school education. The 
former Camp 3 did not last long and all camp residents were forced to relocate 
to the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp, or the former Camp 2, due to complaints from 
local Thai villagers that some former Camp 3 residents had trespassed into 
their farms and gardens. In fact, the reason behind the relocation of the former 
Camp 3 was to benefit local traders and businessmen because the more remote 
the camp, the more refugees had to rely upon them.

In 2002, all the sections in the former Camp 3 were relocated to the Ban 
Mai Nai Soi Camp. The former Section 6, the Kayan Long Neck Village which 
was designed to attract tourists, and the former Section 7, the Dohkhita village 
which was the place for the disabled former Karenni soldiers, were not relocated 
at that time. Not only did the disabled refugees live in the former Section 7, 
but also the KNPP family members or those who were previously involved in 
the KNPP. Those two former sections were still considered a part of Ban Nai 
Soi village. However, the refugee status of the two former section members 
estimated around 961 people, was still recognized. Therefore, they were entitled 
to receive food rations. The two former sections were recognized as Section 19 
of the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp (TBBC Report, 2002). Since the relocation of the 
former Camp 3, both a high school and a post-ten school were rebuilt in the 
Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp and this contributed to a great change in the education 
system. It had been integrated and upgraded through a combination of teachers 
and material resources. Many primary and middle schools were expanded to 
have enough space for larger numbers of students.

The camp consolidation brought significant changes not just in education, 
but it also brought diversity in terms of religions and ethnography into the 
camp. The former Camp 3 residents were mostly Baptist and Catholic. Therefore, 
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more churches were built in the camp. However, the Karenni traditional religion 
or animism still remained as the dominant religion in the camp even after the 
consolidation. The relationship with the local Thai village was extended into a 
trading relationship where more and more local Thai traders supplied goods 
to the small grocery shops in the camp. Simultaneously, the Karenni refugees 
also walked to the more distant Ban Nai Soi to buy goods and commodities as 
they had in the past. Apart from being trading partners, the local people also 
transported food rations and shelter-building supplies to the Ban Mai Nai Soi 
Camp. The truck suppliers were paid by the NGOs. After the camp relocated 
and as the population in the camp increased, food supplies were increasingly 
delivered by the local suppliers. Thus, more local people were hired in the 
transportation sector. This is how relocating a refugee camp also brought some 
benefits to the local Thai people.

Meanwhile, the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp also supplied the daily paid labor 
to Ban Nai Soi village and other nearby villages. Many Karenni refugees worked 
as seasonal laborers in locally-owned gardens and paddy fields. Needless to 
say, the local villagers relied heavily upon the cheap labor from the camp. The 
local villagers and Karenni refugees became dependent upon one another in 
terms of livelihoods; but whether it was a fair relationship is questionable. These 
relationships of trading partners and employer-laborer developed across time. 
The Camp also became connected with the Karenni or Kayah communities in 
Thailand through exchange visits for rituals and maintaining the Karenni 
traditional practices. As the population in the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp increased, 
the Camp became more connected with the local communities.

The Camp in Post-Resettlement
Once the resettlement program was introduced, various changes took 

place in the Camp, such as human resources shortage or “brain drain” and a 
downward swing in the population size. In 2006, the Karenni refugees began 
to resettle to third countries. At the same time, the UNHCR and Thai MOI 
started to classify the number of UNHCR registered and non-registered holders. 
Because of the opportunity for a better education for the younger generation 
and a more convenient life in third countries, more households were interested 
in applying for resettlement, especially the refugees from the former Camp 3.

Of course, only UNHCR registration holders were entitled to apply for 
resettlement; but there was an exceptional condition for those who did not live 
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in the camp’s compound. The problem began when the Kayan refugees, 
especially women who wore brass coiling rings in the tourist attraction site, 
the so-called “Karen Long Neck Village,” desired to resettle in a third country. 
The local Thai authorities did not allow them to exercise their right to 
resettlement, an issue more complex because of the political nature. As a result, 
the refugees who were in Sections 6 and 7 of the former Camp 3, were asked 
to relocate to the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp if they still desired to retain their 
registered status and the right to apply for resettlement. More restrictions were 
applied upon the Kayan women whom the local Thai authorities saw as part 
of the Thai tourism village. The women were not allowed to resettle in third 
countries unless they took their rings off and resided in the Ban Mai Nai Soi 
Camp (Lawitts, 2008). Likewise, the residents in the Dohkhita or the former 
Section 7, also had to choose their status. This meant that if they wanted to 
retain their UNHCR registered status, they must reside in the camp. With this 
condition enforced by the MOI, the residents in these two former sections 
moved to the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp to retain their registered status and obtain 
right for resettlement.

In 2009, higher numbers of refugee applied for resettlement to third 
countries, especially to the United States, and consequently, the camp population 
dramatically decreased. Most notable to resettle were the numerous residents 
who worked in the CBOs as school teachers and medics. Consequently, the camp 
began to be faced with human resource shortages in community services, 
particularly in the education and healthcare sectors. The shortage of highly-
experienced and well-trained school teachers became a concern in the camp. For 
instance, the youth who graduated from high school with little or no experience 
in teaching, had to replace resettled school teachers. Furthermore, the rate of 
dropout students increased because many of them could not concentrate on their 
studies while waiting for resettlement. This education crisis in the camp began 
in 2009. Currently, many high school graduates have become school teachers 
while others have continued with their post-high school education.

Although the quality of the camp education system was in critical 
condition, this was the only choice for the new arrivals who came for a better 
education. Among the new young arrivals who came to the camp to continue 
their Grade 10 education was Theh Myar, a 29 year-old woman who arrived in 
2009. She said that she was unable to complete Grade 10 in Myanmar since it 
was very expensive, thus decided to continue her Grade 10 education in the camp. 
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Because Theh Myar heard that the schools in the camp were free and better than 
in Myanmar, she and many other young people from Karenni State came to the 
camp in 2009. Since then, the number of students coming to the camp has become 
higher. Free healthcare services were another reason of some new arrivals to the 
camp. With these two reasons, the new arrivals kept coming to the camp until 
as recently as 2015. Moe Bue, a 32 year-old current Camp Committee chairwoman, 
said that the population in the camp remained more or less the same because the 
new arrivals replaced the number of those who resettled. According to her, few 
new arrivals came to look for business opportunities in the camp such as opening 
a grocery shop. They also came to gain a UNHCR registration status which would 
eventually enable them to apply for resettlement.

After the seemingly positive changes in Myanmar’s politics or the so-
called “democratically-elected parliamentary government,” humanitarian 
assistance, especially food rations, was dramatically reduced beginning in 2012. 
In 2013, the rice ration was reduced to 10 kg per adult per month. Many residents 
began to worry about their daily family’s food security so to have enough to 
eat, several households began to cultivate dry rice on the hilltops near the camp 
and even expanded into the forestry area. This cultivation became an important 
issue for the Thai Forestry Department and District Governor. Moe Boe said 
that the Thai authorities told the Camp Committee to prohibit the camp 
residents from any cultivation in the restricted area. The Camp Committee 
chairwoman also explained that since the food ration cuts, people’s movements 
became more difficult. Some households decided to work outside the camp in 
nearby villages as wage laborers. However, since the wage labor rates are low 
and not enough to help meet household needs, many people began to work 
farther away in the town. This put them at risk of being caught by the Thai 
police. Simultaneously, many residents went to cultivate food crops and dry 
rice near the border which was also risky because of landmines. Moe Bue 
described that more and more residents left the camp to find earnings ever 
since the food rations were reduced in 2013.

In 2013, apart from the concern on the food ration cut, camp residents 
began to become apprehensive due to the rumors about repatriation back to 
Myanmar. After a survey showed that a group of refugees were willing to take 
part in a pilot volunteer repatriation program, some camp residents became 
worried that they would soon be repatriated. More households applied for 
resettlement because they had become concerned about being repatriated when 
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the situation in Myanmar was not stable or one of sustainable peace. Now, many 
household, that had once insisted that they would not resettle but would wait to 
return home, began to change their minds and started to apply for third country 
resettlement. This was because the rumor of repatriation had created fear in those 
who saw that the situation in Myanmar was not yet ready to welcome refugees 
back. They were not sure about their safety and security if they were repatriated.

Currently, the camp setting and environment have become more somber 
than before. Households left behind which did not apply for resettlement, relate 
that they are seeing many new faces of recent arrivals in the camp, but missing 
the neighbors who have been resettled. Pa Reh, a 55 year-old man, explained 
that many of his neighbors had resettled to third countries and from the earlier 
times, only his family was left in the camp. Around his house compound now, 
there are empty houses of those who have resettled and other houses are now 
occupied by the new arrivals living in the houses of their relatives who went 
to third countries. Several households recently resettled to third countries and 
this has brought significant changes compared to previous years. This has also 
affected the local Thai villages in terms of trading and the labor workforce. The 
population decrease has lowered the demand for livelihood supplies and the 
resettlement of the active daily laborers also affects the local farm owners. The 
reduction of food assistance and rumors of repatriation have changed the 
situation in the camp and are stimulating more refugees to apply for resettlement. 
This has also caused camp residents to go farther out to look for better wages 
in riskier areas. The refugees’ fates have thus become more uncertain.

Because of the length of time spent in the camp, many refugees felt 
strongly about the displacement, especially the children who grew up in the 
camp and the adults who experienced forced relocation and the physical 
hardship of journeying. The fear from the past memories of their uncertain 
lives and losing homes causes their unwillingness to return to their homeland. 
Kue Reh, 54 years old, who experienced forced relocation, said that they do 
not have a house and farm anymore, so they cannot return home to resume a 
normal life there. Although refugees could not physically return home or some 
are unwilling to return, they are still culturally connected with their home and 
past way of life through the continuity of traditional or ritual practices in the 
camp. Thus, it can be said that Karenni people in the displacement have come 
to accept the term “refugees” while they are also struggling to maintain or 
reconstruct their Karenni identity.
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The camp is not solely a space of refuge and place for protection, but it 
becomes a meaningful space where refugees recreate their element of past life 
through rituals and certain practices, to maintain and articulate their original 
identity as a collective one. In this regard, this study explores how Karenni 
refugees turn their refuge space into meaningful space through the continuity 
of the symbolic food, materials, objects, and certain rituals and practices which 
contribute to the process of reconstructing their collective identity.

Conclusion

The use of the term “Kayah” is based on the preference of the Burmese 
government to denote the territory Kayah State, formerly called Karenni State, 
as well as an ethnic group. On the other hand, the term “Karenni” which is 
continually used in the displacement as a political umbrella term, identifies the 
Karenni as heterogeneous group and reconstructs a Karenni collective identity.

To conclude, the refugees identify themselves as Karenni in differing 
degrees depending on one’s political awareness. The first wave of refugees were 
from the political and social groups who were involved in the reconstruction 
or shared dream of an independent Karenni homeland in concert with the 
KNPP’s political aspiration. Conversely, the second wave of refugees, mostly 
subsistence farmers who were affected by the forced relocation strategy, had 
limited or even no awareness about the political conflict and did not relate to 
the aspiration of Karenni independence. The third wave of post-conflict refugees 
mostly identified themselves as just ordinary Karennis since they did not have 
direct experience with the armed conflicts. Significantly, the self-perceptions 
of the refugees have been shaped by their experiences of forced displacement. 
The displaced Karenni people have acknowledged their being refugees, but are 
also struggling to reconstruct their Karenni identity.

This study observed that the Karenni identity which is formulated 
through the resistance movement and forced displacement moments, is 
continually reconstructed through the invention of commemorative occasions 
and recreation of the pre-displacement way of life, such as the annual ritual 
festivals. The following chapters will explore how the Karenni refugees seek to 
reconstruct their Karenni identity through three communal events.
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Recreating Karenni Community:  
the Invention of Karenni National Day

Relating to notion of identity and homeland, Malkki (1995) pointed out 
in her study of Hutu refugees in western Tanzania that refugees continually 
engage in construction and reconstruction of their identity and history as 
people through memories, imagination, and claims of homeland. A similar 
situation exists for Karenni refugees who continually engage in the reconstruction 
of their historical homeland’s independence and Karenni identity in the camp. 
As part of the continued identity construction process, KND as a commemorative 
occasion has been invented and celebrated to create a conscious awareness of 
Karenni identity and to promulgate the KNPP’s idea of Karenni independence 
and nationalism aspiration throughout the camp.

The ethnographic study of the KND event further leads to the examination 
of the process of invention and organizing the celebration of the event. The 
KNPP plays a crucial role in dominating the process of formulating a Karenni 
nationalist identity through the invention of the KND event in the refugee 
camp, and it also involves Karenni refugees in the process of organizing the 
KND event, raising the awareness of a Karenni nationalist identity through the 
camp’s formal education system.

Ethnographic Study of the 140th Karenni National Day Celebration
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On 21 June 2015, a formal parade for the KND started with each school 
marching to the event venue in Section 8. Around 4,000 students, 200 members 
from CC and CBOs, and a few hundred adult refugees were present. They could 
be seen from afar because of the Karenni red costumes and the white school 
uniforms of students from Grades 1-10 and the post-ten level. After the parade, 
the students lined up according to their respective schools, followed by the 
Camp Committee staff and CBOs then marched thrice around the football 
ground. Shortly thereafter, each group stood in its line with two men holding 
each group’s sign board.

Figure 4.1 Assembly line in KND event, June, 2015

The KNPP members arrived on the stage alongside the Or Sor (Thai 
Territory Defense Volunteers) who represented the local Thai authorities for this 
year’s celebration. The stage banner backdrop which read “Karenni National Day, 
140th Year of Celebration” was written in three languages - English, Burmese, 
and Kayah. After the KNPP members and the other guests were invited to sit on 
the stage, two announcers, one who spoke in Kayah and the other in Burmese, 
read the agenda for the celebration. The first was to pay respect to the Karenni 
national flag and the KNPP leaders on the stage. The leaders of each line said the 
pledge out loud and promptly, and people supported them with cheerful voices. 
Following this, the leaders of each line shouted out commands for turning left 
and right in the same style of military parade. A leader led the singing of the 
Karenni national anthem, followed by speeches of the KNPP senior leaders and 
members to which the participants sat down and listened.
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The speeches promulgated the KNPP’s concept of nationalism and 
Karenni independence. This year, there were seven members of the KNPP who 
attended the ceremony. The first speech was given by the Karenni Culture and 
Literacy’s Deputy Director, who spoke about the KND history, the struggle of 
the older generation in the insistence of constructing Karenni identity through 
language usage, and Karenni history as an independent state. The speech was 
given in the Kayah language.

The next speaker was the KNPP Chairperson, Khu Aye Bay Tweet, a 
Kayan ethnic person. He greeted in Kayah, and told the participants that his 
Kayah language was not good enough, thus he preferred to speak in Burmese 
so that everyone could understand him better. Interestingly, he gave a spirited 
talk about the hope of returning to the homeland, the ceasefire agreement and 
situation after the ceasefire agreement in the Karenni State, and the KNPP’s 
political agenda. Though no exact timeline was given of when and how changes 
would happen, he shared the draft plan and wanted people to be kept aware 
and prepare themselves in some aspects. From his speech, many students, 
especially from high school and post-ten school, obtained a more precise 
knowledge about the Karenni political situation. It was very important because 
many participants would be able to learn more about the situation inside 
Karenni State and the KNPP’s preparedness methods, such as the possible 
places and times to return. The formal program ended with the speech given 
by the KNPP Chairperson.

Figure 4.2 Speech given by KNPP chairman at KND event, June, 2015



68

SPACE-MAKING OF KARENNI REFUGEE IDENTITY

There was less participation from adult refugees who were subsistence 
farmers in the villages and did not receive an education in the camp. They were 
not involved in any camp organizations, were less interested in participating 
in the KND celebration than members of the Camp Committee, CBOs, students, 
and teachers. This was because most of them were busy with their daily 
livelihood struggles in the confined refugee camp. Several adults who attended 
the event did not know the precise reasons for celebrating the KND. One of 
them, Kler Reh, a 38 year-old man, said that he did not have any knowledge 
about Karenni history or knew the precise reasons for the celebration. However, 
he did recognize that attending the event is a way of showing support for fellow 
camp residents and the solidarity of the Karenni refugee community. Conversely, 
students, teachers, and those who were involved in the Camp Committee and 
CBOs had far more knowledgeable reasons for celebrating the KND. Some 
adult refugees were excited to receive information about the Karenni situation 
and the preparation to return through the speech given by the KNPP.

Those who attended the event were expected to share what they learned 
from the speeches with their neighbors, friends, and relatives. Some KND 
attendees were asked about their impression of the speeches. Several informants 
said that every year, the KNPP has been unable to provide the proper 
information about their plans and preparation for returning. It seemed that 
amidst the uncertain situation, the KNPP leaders could not tell them how long 
they will remain displaced, if they must return home, or where they would be 
settled. Lung Mang, who in 1996 helped Karenni IDPs to cross the Salween 
River by raft, annually attends the KND event, to hear more information about 
returning, and have more hope while waiting in the displacement. Instead, 
what he heard was that the general political situation in Burma was getting 
better and they will return soon, but it is not known when and how.

The event was a way for refugees to express their support for the KNPP 
and show their unity as Karenni community. Lung Mang demonstrated clearly 
how he strongly identifies himself as a Karenni and what being a Karenni really 
means to him. From Lung Man’s standpoint, it is clearly illustrated that the 
Karenni identity is keenly represented as a heterogenous group of all sub-ethnic 
groups that originated from Karenni State and that Karenni identity is not used 
only to represent the dominant Kayah ethnic group.
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The Karenni is like a forest in which this forest is not comprised 
of only one particular kind of tree, but diverse kinds of trees. 
As in the forest, there is not only one kind of tree, Karenni 
people are like that by being comprised of diverse ethnic 
groups, but they become one as Karenni who shared the myths, 
history, and territory, and further share the sense of 
togetherness in the camp. (Lung Mang, June 2015)

Apparently, the KND celebration has reinforced the KNPP’s standing 
within the Karenni refugee community and the collective sense of Karenni 
identity which is referred to as the sense of sharing a common history, myths, 
territory, and experiences in the period of forced displacement.

For students who were the most active participants, the speech enhanced 
their knowledge of Karenni independence and the sense of duty for the Karenni 
community. The students became more aware of the KNPP’s struggle for 
independence and most of them were able to imagine their Karenni nation in 
which they do not corporeally reside yet or might not be able to reach in reality.

Most students have strongly defined themselves as Karenni. How does 
the younger generation perceive their nation, whether in the displacement or 
inside the Karenni State? The answer is still unclear among the younger 
generation because most of them were born and grew up in the camp. Most of 
them feel attached to the home in displacement more than the home of origin. 
When talking about their community, they referred to the Karenni community 
in the displacement. Kler Meh, a 19 year-old girl who graduated from the 
KNCC said that she had no idea of her home of origin and had no desire to 
return to the homeland. She wants to integrate into the camp and work for her 
people in the camp. On the other hand, some students want to return to Karenni 
State and help their people there. For instance, Dah Reh, a 21 year old man 
who graduated from the Karenni Social Development Center (KSDC) has a 
personal goal to reintegrate himself back into Karenni State where he can 
educate people in the remote villages. From these two perceptions, the sense 
of home depends upon the degree of where they felt like home, either in the 
displaced community or Karenni State. Crucially, the KND occasion reminded 
them of their origin, what caused the displacement, and what they can do for 
the betterment of the community. The KND event thus enables the Karenni 
refugees to remember and imagine their homeland and to most of them, the 
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nation is more likely to be imagined and not necessarily to be reached in reality. 
However, it can be reached through the memories and the claims of homeland 
which they no longer or could corporeally reside (Malkki, 1995).

The KND event largely involves the KNPP’s promulgation of homeland 
independence and nationalism aspiration. Also, it reflects that student groups 
are the largest number or the most active of participants. It can also be 
interpreted as a KNPP attempt to articulate Karenni nationalist identity, by 
raising the awareness of a nationalist mindset among the younger generation. 
This leads to further questions about how the KNPP dominated the process of 
formulating Karenni nationalist identity through the event and who engages 
in the process of organizing the event.

The KNPP’s Domination of the Process of Celebrating the KND

The KND has been continuously dominated by KNPP’s ideology of 
nationalism through its involvement in the camp administration and camp 
education system. The KNPP, as the KnRC advisory board, highly influences 
the decision making in a number of situations, such as the elections conducted 
every three years when the KnRC and Camp Committee determine who will 
be the committees’ members and chairpersons. Needless to say, the KNPP plays 
a critical role in the continual process of Karenni identity reconstruction through 
the use of the Camp Committee mechanism.

Both the KnRC and Camp Committee actively collaborate with the 
KNPP in raising the awareness of Karenni identity by organizing the KND 
event. The Camp Committee is the key incorporating actor in establishing the 
KND organizing committee where it handpicks its members from the CBOs. 
More importantly, the KNPP’s Education Ministry oversees and administers 
the Karenni Education Department (KnED). Therefore, the KNPP’s ideology 
of nationalism and dream of an independent Karenni homeland are promulgated 
through formal education in the camp.

In the history subject within the KnED curriculum, Grade 8 students 
learn the history of Karenni independence and Karenni myths from KNPP-
produced textbooks dominated by the ideology of Karenni nationalism. The 
KNPP established Kayah as the Karenni national language. Students from 
Grades 5 to 8 learn the Kayah language in school. The school routine activities 
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are also within the KNPP’s domination process, particularly in the singing of 
the Karenni national anthem every Monday and Friday during the morning 
assembly session. The KNPP’s message is to strengthen the sense of duty of the 
Karenni community and defeat the Burmese through education that is 
disseminated to students. This message continually serves as an aspiration 
among the younger generation and students to work for their community after 
they graduate from the camp school. Through these processes, the KNPP targets 
students as a reproductive social group, serving for and rebuilding the Karenni 
community.

In past years and now, large numbers of young people have continually 
served the camp as school teachers, medics, CBO workers, and KNPP members. 
It is regrettable that many of them who previously worked for the community, 
have resettled, but some, like 34 year old Meh Reh, who graduated from post-
ten school still remain in the camp and continually serve the community and 
be involved in KNPP work. Presently, he works inside the Karenni State to 
support villagers and some Karenni IDPs in livelihoods and basic education. 
He said that he is willing to serve to rebuild the Karenni community because 
he knows that his duty and fulfillment are needed for the community.

It is common for students in high school and post-high school to train 
their juniors in primary or middle school for the KND event. With these 
practices assigned by school teachers, the students become more aware of their 
duty to the community. Bue Meh, an 18 year old girl, is one of several examples 
who recently graduated from Grade 10. She said that she is happy to serve as 
a school teacher in Grade 8 because the camp now lacks teachers since many 
of them have been increasingly resettling in third countries. She is one example 
of how a young person’s sense of community service has been reinforced by 
the KNPP’s message convincing them throughout their student life, to be of 
service to the Karenni community.

For those who resettled in third countries, they still maintain connections 
with their past life in the displacement. They have reinvented the KND event 
overseas largely led by resettled youth who previously received an education 
in the camp. Obviously, to some degree, this reflects KNPP’s success in creating 
a conscious awareness of the Karenni identity and reinforced the sense of duty 
for the community among the young people.
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Since the KNPP signed a bilateral ceasefire agreement with the Burmese 
government in 2012, it has been seeking to recreate their community in the 
Karenni State. Part of this process began with the 2014 celebration of the KND 
in Loi Kaw which was allowed by the Burmese government. The KNPP made 
an effort to reintegrate the refugee community into the Karenni State by 
celebrating the KND and helping the Karenni communities in two countries 
become reconnected. Apparently, the KND event has been used as a method 
by the KNPP to recreate their nationhood in Karenni communities within 
various contexts: refugee community in Thailand, Karenni communities living 
abroad, and Karenni community within Karenni State. To formulate the 
nationalist identity, the KNPP has also invented national symbols.

The Symbolic Meaning: National Symbols

In building a nation-state, national symbols become an important aspect 
in creating a nationalist identity. Considering Karenni as nation-state, the KNPP 
invented two symbols - the flag and a national anthem to forge its nationalist 
identity. In the refugee camp, the KNPP instituted the two national symbols 
into the formal school system and public commemorative occasions to establish 
and maintain the nationalist identity.

The Karenni National Flag
The national flag is the prominent national symbol in any nation-state 

since it represents the national identity and rallies the people to feel they belong 
to the same group or are a part of the same nation. In the Karenni displaced 
community, the flag serves as an important component of Karenni nation-
building and it is unique because it was invented by the KNPP-in-exile in 1969 
to represent their resistance movement for self-determination and an 
independent homeland.

However, it has never been officially used in Karenni State. Since the 
invention, the flag has been widely used by the KNPP to demonstrate their 
nation-in-exile wherever they are present, especially at its headquarter and 
military bases. The flag is well-respected among the KNPP political leaders, 
members, and soldiers.
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 Figure 4.3 Karenni Flag Source: https://www.flickr.com/photos/karenni-
flag/14828990500/, June 2016

Like any other nation-state’s flag, the stripes’ colors and specific picture 
have meanings that represent the concept of nationhood. The so-called Karenni 
national flag has the frog drum as a prominent symbol in the center of the flag 
representing the prosperity of the Karenni homeland, rivers, natural resources, 
and the victory from the historic battles of the past.

Displaying the flag as a symbol of the Karenni nationalist identity in the 
KNPP-controlled areas is not an issue, but putting national symbols in the 
camp is another matter. Displaying the Karenni national flag in Thai territory 
presents many political issues, therefore the flag is not placed in public places 
in the camp or in the refugee school assembly. Nonetheless, students learn the 
characteristic pattern of the flag and its meanings in their history classes to 
build a well-founded knowledge and understanding of the symbol. Not only 
students, but those who work in CBOs or were previously involved in the 
political groups, also recognize the flag as a symbol representing the Karenni 
national identity. In the camp where the flag is not publicly placed, it is largely 
printed on T-shirts. The flag is not only used in the camp, but is continually 
displayed by Karenni people in overseas communities. Thus, it can be said that 
the national flag was invented by the KNPP as part of formulating the Karenni 
nationalist identity through which people seek to imagine their nation. Students 
and people who are involved in CBOs or political groups are aware of the 
underlying reasons for wearing T-shirts printed with the flag. Since the flag is 
rarely presented in the camp, a majority of the camp population do not have a 
precise knowledge or understanding about the flag. However, whether on a 
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T-shirt or in a textbook, the flag has enabled students and the younger generation 
to become aware of the nationalist identity influenced by the KNPP.

The Karenni National Anthem
Apart from the national flag, the Karenni national anthem was also 

composed by the KNPP. The national anthem was composed by former KNPP 
president, Saw Samuel Bani, a Bwe ethnic person. It was first composed in the 
S’gaw Karen language and then translated into the dominant Kayah language. 
The national song is about remembering the homeland; the prosperity of 
Karenni State; the river, forests, beautiful land, resources; and the imagination 
of the nation-state as the land of freedom and independence. Moreover, the 
national anthem seems also to reinforce the sense of nationhood, peoplehood, 
and unity. The national anthem in English, is as follows:

My native country, a land of freedom, a land of gracious, the 
country that I love, this is the land of my parents, the land of 
my ancestors, I am the child of this land. The country that I 
love.

My native country, a land of freedom. A beautiful land. The 
country that I love. Abundant with mountains and trees, the 
rivers flow along the thick forests, A land of prosperity, the 
country that I love. 

My native country, a land of freedom. A land of happiness. 
The country that I respect, to all the kings, to all this nation’s 
soldiers. And to all people in this land, I respect you (Translated 
and altered by Maw Theh Mar, March, 2016)

Like the national flag, the national anthem is sang by students in the 
school morning assembly every Wednesday and Friday. For the KND 
celebration, the Karenni national anthem is the most important component of 
the KND program. It was sang fervently by the celebrants with students leading 
the singing. One observation was that the students and the people who received 
their education in the camp were able to sing the Karenni national anthem, 
while most adult refugees had no idea about the anthem. The Karenni national 
anthem was created as part of nationalist identity formation by the KNPP and 
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propagated through the formal education system. For the younger generation, 
they imagine their nation while singing the national anthem since it gives them 
a sense of belonging and the need to serve the community as a part of the 
nation-building process.

Historical Background of the Invention of the KND in the BMN 
Camp

It has been related how the KNPP led the celebration of the KND, and 
the meanings of national symbols used in the KND event. The event in a political 
context, is one of the four commemorative occasions22 invented by the KNPP. 
The KND was first celebrated on 21 June 1969 by the KNPP at its headquarters. 
Since then, this event is celebrated annually as a reminder of the Karenni history 
of homeland independence which was recognized by the British in 1875. The 
Karenni State had always insisted on its independence and autonomy. In the 
displacement context, the KNPP used the history of an independent homeland 
to launch opposition against the Burmese military government for a struggle 
for selfautonomy. Significantly, the KND event has been widely involved in the 
construction of the Karenni history of independence and the conscious 
awareness of Karenni identity among the Karenni refugees, particularly the 
younger generation. It has served as space to remind Karenni refugees who 
they are, where they were from, what caused them to be here in the displacement 
and how their future will be. As a communal event, the KND event has been 
recognized as a camp public holiday.

The celebration of the KND in the BMN Camp was initiated by the KNPP 
in 2002. The program was three hours long and began with the parade of 
marching school students, CBOs, Camp Committee staff, and camp residents 
from each section. Then, the people lined up to take the oath and listen to the 
speeches of the KNPP leaders. Of course, the program is somewhat similar to 
those of other nation-states in celebrating their own national days. Actually, 
the KND celebration was something new for the second wave of Karenni 
refugees since most of these refugees had never experienced celebrating the 
KND event in the village life. In regard the issue of domination, Boe Sien Bui, 
a 60 years old man, the former camp leader, related, that in the beginning years 

22 The four commemorative occasions are Karenni Army Day, Karenni Resistance Day, 
Karenni Martyr Day and Karenni National Day.  
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of celebrating the KND, the KNPP oversaw the process by collaborating with 
the Camp Committee in establishing the annual committee, comprised of 
people from the Camp Committee and CBOs. This Committee undertakes 
significant responsibilities in organizing the formal parade and program 
activities which involve students and camp residents.

In the early years of the celebration in 2002-2005, the KND event had a 
high participation by adult refugees and the young generation because the 
Karenni refugees were aware of their shared suffering and coming together to 
the camp, and perceived the KNPP as their protective leaders when they arrived 
at the camp. Boe Sien Bui remarked that the refugees were very interested in 
the speeches of the KNPP leaders in the early years of the celebration, because 
it was an occasion to learn more about the situation in the Karenni State. 
According to him, it was estimated that two-thirds of the Karenni refugees in 
the camp attended the event. Thus, the KND celebration even at that time was 
quite crowded, and most refugees perceived the camp as a temporary place 
and hoped to return to their villages after only a short stay. However, not all 
refugees who attended the event knew or understood the political situation, 
conflict, and the KNPP resistance movement. They simply knew that when the 
situation became more secure and there was no more fighting, they could return 
to their villages and continue their former lives.

Obviously, the student group became the central group or the active 
participants of the KND event, thus, the KND Committee relied upon the 
Karenni Education Department (KnED) in organizing the event. More 
importantly, the KNPP leaders have continually delivered speeches at the event 
and these speeches served as aspiration messages for the participants. As 
mentioned, the earlier KND celebrations had a large participation by the camp 
population. Now, the participation to the KND celebrations has significantly 
decreased due to the prolonged displacement. Thus, the event remains as active 
space primarily for the students, Camp Committee, and CBOs. It is evident 
that both the KND Committee and KnED have been actively engaged in the 
process of organizing the celebration of the KND.

The KND Committee and its Role

Each year, the Camp Committee leads the KND Committee with the 
KNPP members responsible for organizing and key members of the KnRC 
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who provide advice for the program activities. The Camp Committee has a 
significant role in leading the meeting on the event arrangements and its 
members are the directors or representatives of each CBO. With regard the 
location for the celebration, the KND event is not always held in the camp. In 
some years, it was celebrated at Nyar Mu, the Karenni Army base which is 
about a three hour walk from the BMN camp. Thus, the KNPP members need 
to discuss with the Committee about the readiness of getting the participants 
to the venue. Also, the Committee members from different organizations must 
accept various responsibilities such as: taking care of the students, providing 
food, medical service if needed, and accommodations, and organizing the 
parade with each participating group.

Whether the KND event is celebrated at Nyar Mu or in the camp, the 
arrangements and the sharing of responsibilities are the same. For the camp 
celebration, the current CC chairwoman suggested that the KNPP members 
avoid a long program because it may be too hot for students since the venue is 
outdoors. A shorter program encourages students, especially the younger ones 
to pay more attention to the program. As mentioned earlier, the students are 
the central group and most active participants in the KND event. The Camp 
Committee relies upon the KnED to organize the parade involving the eight 
schools. The rest of parade participants are from the Camp Committee, CBOs 
and a few camp residents.

In recent years, the Camp Committee, as the representative of the KND 
Committee, has invited the District Governor or MOI to attend the event. The 
formal invitation letter informs the Thai authorities and provides them with a 
detailed agenda of the event at the monthly MOI meeting. The KND Committee, 
led by the Camp Committee, has developed their agency in negotiating with 
the Thai authorities and leadership on the continuing process of organizing 
and celebrating the KND event. The District Governor or the MOI acts as 
official observer to this event. Prior to the celebration, Bo Sein Bui said the 
District Governor allowed them to celebrate the KND event but with the 
condition that they do not engage in the Karenni political movement or political 
activism. Thus, the Karenni national flag is not displayed. Since those 
negotiations, the KND event has been allowed to be celebrated annually in the 
camp without further issues from the Thai authorities who regularly attend the 
annual camp event. More interestingly, the current CC chairwoman, when 
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interviewed said that apart from the KND Committee, the camp education 
sector has also become the central core of the KND organizing process.

The Role of Karenni Education Department (KnED)

The camp education department, with its association to the KNPP’s 
nationalist ideology has been integrated with the process of organizing the 
KND celebration. Clearly, the department is the key actor in organizing the 
KND event. The students’ regular singing of the national anthem and the 
Monday and Friday morning assemblies play a central role in the KND program, 
especially the opening session. The teachers play a significant role in training 
students to practice the KND activities; disseminating messages of national 
aspiration to the students; and encouraging students to serve the community. 
Thus, the school has become the center for the reinforcement of the sense of 
Karenni identity, awareness, and service to the Karenni community. The school 
teachers, especially the headmasters, have a crucial role in leading the school 
parades in the opening ceremony at the KND event.

There are eight schools located in each zone: two primary schools, three 
middle schools, one high school, and two post-ten schools. The school morning 
assembly is held every Monday and Friday and starts with the singing of the 
Karenni national anthem, followed by speeches of the school teachers, 
particularly the headmaster, KnED director, or key staffs. The speeches provide 
academic and administrative information, advice, and more importantly, the 
KNPP’s message of nationalist aspiration, reminding the students of their future 
duty to the Karenni community. In an interview with Khu Bue Reh, 50 year-old 
current KnED Director, he explained that he and the KnED staff visit each 
school every week, disseminating the KNPP message to ensure that the students 
understand their duty to serve their own community and to be aware of their 
identity and origin. He further said that currently, the school teachers must 
work harder to disseminate the message among newly-arrived students who 
may have never heard about the KNPP aspiration. In 2015, it was estimated 
that annually, around 100 new students coming from Karenni State attend 
schools in the camp. Thus, school teachers have an added training role at the 
assembly for the newly-arrived students, such as in singing the national anthem 
and providing special classes about Karenni history. The awareness program 
on Karenni identity takes about a semester.
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In gathering students for the KND event, Khu Bue Reh explained that 
once the KND Committee has finalized the role ofr each department and social 
group, the KnED was always assigned to be responsible for the parade. Therefore, 
the KnED would organize a meeting among the teachers from every school to 
divide the tasks involved in the parade. School teachers who were once students 
are well experienced with their previous participation in the KND event. Thus, 
some refugees have experienced the event, both as participating students and 
also as teachers who organize and lead the students. Nay Reh, the former school 
headmaster at Primary School No. 1, is one of the several examples of young 
people who are serving the community. He said that as school headmaster, he 
is responsible for leading 300 students in the parade. He and the other teachers 
trained students to memorize the oath and practice marching around the school 
compound every day for one week before the KND event. The adult refugees 
in the sections also joined the school parade with Grade 1 to post-high school 
students, with the latter leading in reciting the nationalist ideology on stage.

Clearly, the schools have played a crucial role in training students to 
become the most active participants in the KND event, and in helping graduates 
to continue the role of serving the community and engaging in the process of 
organizing the KND event.

Conclusion

Unlike the other two communal traditional events, the KND celebration 
has made the Karenni refugees from different ethnic background aware of their 
Karenni national identity. Students or the younger generation are particularly 
and mainly engaged in the celebration. Clearly, the KND event is created as a 
space to articulate or formulate the Karenni nationalist identity which has been 
invented by the KNPP. The KND event is an effective way for the KNPP to 
recreate a sense of nationhood in the displacement community. 

As part of the Karenni nation-building process and creation of the 
Karenni nationalist identity, two significant national symbols are promoted in 
the refugee camps and the Karenni communities abroad: the Karenni national 
flag and anthem. Because the two national symbols are largely used in education 
and commemorative occasions, not all refugees, especially those who are from 
subsistence farming and did not receive an education in the camp, have precise 
knowledge or understanding of these two national symbols. It is the students 
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and the groups involved in the KND event, Camp Committee and CBOs who 
are more familiar and have an accurate knowledge and understanding of the 
meaning of these national symbols and recognize these as something they share 
in common.

The KND Committee and KnED are the key community actors who 
have agency to lead the official organization and celebration of the KND. They 
also build connections and negotiate with the host Thai authorities to organize 
the KND celebration, and maintain connections with the Karenni communities 
abroad and in Karenni State.

As it was observed, there were less adult refugee participants as it is 
clearly seen that not all refugees are aware of Karenni nationalist identity, having 
their own identity of belonging to Karenni sub-groups or currently as refugees. 
Part of articulating Karenni nationalist identity is for KNPP and KND 
committee to annually mobilize people from various age groups especially 
students, to participate in the event. It is the students who have become the 
most active participants or central group for the KND event. It can be concluded 
that the KND serves as an event which recreates conscious awareness of Karenni 
nationalist identity and reinforces the younger generation’s sense of communal 
duty to the Karenni community.
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Continuity of Distant Past and Home: 
Celebration of the Dee Ku Festival

Through the Dee Ku Festival, Karenni refugees actively maintain 
connectedness with the distant previous home. In doing this, they recreate the 
practices of making the Dee Ku parcel, and engaging in ritual performances 
which constitute the sense of belonging to a group that they were a part of in 
the past.

Ethnographic Study of the Dee Ku Festival: 16-20 September 2015

Participation and observation of the festival activities over five days made 
it possible to witness how people became involved, interacted, and shared a 
sense of joyfulness in the festival celebration. Clearly, the celebration heals the 
refugees’ trauma of forced displacement and makes them feel like they were 
back in their villages celebrating the Festival.

Day 1, 16 September 2015: Making the Dee Ku Parcel to Signal the Start 
of Festival

The annual Dee Ku Festival was celebrated in mid-September, 2015. In 
the early morning hours, around 7:00 am, the Camp Committee announced 
through loudspeakers, that the celebration of the Dee Ku Festival will begin 
on 16 September and end on 20 September, 2015. The dates were determined 
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according to the chicken bone divination conducted by the Ban Mai Nai Soi 
Cultural Committee.

The day of the broadcast of the Festival was the day of collecting the 
leaves for making the parcel of the Dee Ku. Every year, the Karenni people 
collect wild sorghum leaves in the jungle near the camp and along the road to 
the local Thai village to make the Dee Ku parcel. In the early morning, Nga 
Me, a 54-year old woman and her daughter Bue Meh, 26 years old, were ready 
to collect the Dee Ku leaves. At the forest, there were already people with 
bamboo baskets collecting leaves and noticeably, there were more females than 
males since making the parcel of the Dee Ku and steaming it are the main roles 
of women. The males help to collect firewood and prepare the stove. The leaves 
are carefully cut with knives because the wild sorghum leaves are sharp and 
can cut the fingers causing them to bleed. Nga Meh and Bue Meh helped each 
other to collect enough leaves to fill one basket. At home, her son had already 
prepared the sticky rice, pot, and firewood. They took the leaves from the basket, 
placed the sticky rice in the bamboo threshing baskets, rolled the leaves into a 
cone figure, put the sticky rice into the cone, and then wrapped it in a triangle 
shape. The three bundles of the Dee Ku were tied together with thin bamboo 
strips. They made a large amount of parcels of the Dee Ku. Everyone at Nga 
Meh’s house was busy steaming the Dee Ku while she boiled the Karenni rice 
wine or “Ter Yae”23. Ter Yae and the Dee Ku are the main traditional food during 
the Festival, thus, it is also an eating and drinking festival.

23 Ter Yae is a Kayah traditional rice wine served in the Dee Ku and Kay Htoe Boe Festivals. 
It is made of rice and has a sweet taste. Thus, it is quite easy for drinkers to become inebri-
ated. Karenni people usually treat their friends with Ter Yae during the visits at the annual 
festivals.
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Figure 5.1 Making three bundles of Dee Ku parcel  
Source: field work, September, 2015

The steaming of the Dee Ku parcels took about three hours. When the 
Dee Ku parcels and the Ter Yae were ready, Nga Meh hang on the wall the three 
bundles of the sticky rice parcels together with a long bamboo container filled 
with Ter Yae. This was an offering to the spirits of ancestors, kin, and relatives. 
She said that they offered the Dee Ku and Ter Yae because they believed that 
the spirits would enjoy eating and drinking during the Festival. This was their 
way of paying respect to their ancestor spirits. When the offering was completed, 
it was understood that the Dee Ku Festival had now begun.
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Figure 5.2 Dee Ku parcels hang on the wall as offering to ancestor spirits 
Source: field work, September, 2015

The youth gathered at the Section 5 office which was also the Kay Htoe 
Boe site. The youth group which was busy practicing the dance, was accompanied 
by the elders and other adult males who played musical instruments, such as 
gongs, drums, and cymbals, with the youth. In one group, there were around 
twelve youths and five male elders who played the instruments. The rhythm of 
the Beng Boe was beating and the young traditional dancers were eager to 
rehearse their dance. They said that this year there were two kinds of traditional 
dancing: the first was with instruments and the second was with modern Kayah 
music. One dance group had twelve members. The children and youth practiced 
and were enthusiastic about joining the competition. The children, between 
7- 12 years old, also danced with the modern Kayah music which was taught 
to them by their section youth group.

The sports event also started on that day but it was around 4:00 or 5:00 
pm, when some people went to Section 8 to join the sports competition. While 
the youth and children were busy with their activities, the adults were preparing 
food, and inviting friends and relatives to visit their houses. At night, people 
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began to visit one another on a large scale in the camp. The people from several 
sections came and visited their friends or relatives in Section 5. Other sections 
also had this kind of visiting pattern. The host served the Dee Ku and the Ter 
Yae to their friends and guests and they enjoyed drinking, eating, and talking 
as the Dee Ku and the Ter Yae were appetizing and created a sense of rapture. 
The Dee Ku Festival during the first night was filled with socializing, 
conversations, sharing stories, eating, and drinking together. It was the starting 
day of bonhomie and would greatly increase each day during the festival.

Day 2, 17 September 2016: Recalling the Sense of Rapture through the 
Traditional Dancing of Beng-Boe and the Gathering Night at the Dee 
Ku Stage Show

Around 7:00 am, the rhythm of the Beng-Boe was becoming much louder 
in Sections 5 and 6 and the other sections in the BK Zone. The sense of rapture 
began as the rhythm of drums, gongs, and cymbals was beaten loudly. Nga 
Meh said that they beat the drums to expel the bad spirits at the end of the 
section. Interestingly, the Section 7 people went to expel the spirit in the forest 
behind the section and this followed the pattern of practice in the village. At 
Section 7, Mu Preh Law, one of the key informants, and Mu Preh Nga Reh a 
68 year-old man actively led their people in their sections. Six men followed 
Mu Preh Law and Mu Preh Nga Reh to the forest, along with a man who carried 
a gun and the five musicians who were beating the rhythm while walking to 
the forest.

Upon reaching the forest, Mu Preh Nga Reh spoke in Kayah language 
to expel the bad spirits. He said “You all, please go back to your place.” While 
the five men were lining up, the man with the gun stood, ready to fire. After 
Mu Preh Nga Reh spoke, the gun was fired many times. He explained that, in 
the village, they expelled the bad spirits at the paddy farms because they could 
damage their cultivation. The reminiscence of the life in the village was 
important in reinventing or continuing the ritual practices in the camp.

A group of dancers and musicians at Section 7 who were dressed like 
monsters, enjoyed dancing at a house with the loud rhythm of the Beng-Boe. 
A little boy, around nine years old, with his face painted black, and wore 
longsleeved black clothing, joined the dancing. The children enjoyed watching 
the group and Mu Preh Nga Reh said that this kind of a monster-like dressing 
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was an enjoyable sight at the Dee Ku Festival and is performed to invite the 
spirits of the ancestors and kin to join the Festival. The groups restlessly danced, 
and every section had this kind of dancing group.

Figure 5.3 A group dressed like monsters, danced with Beng-Bong rhythm. 
Source: field work, September 2015

The children were excited and enjoyed the performances as they followed 
the dancing group until the end of the section. In another corner, a youth group 
was busy practicing their dance for another round because there was a dancing 
competition in the evening. Seventeen year old Bae Meh, one of the traditional 
dancers, said her section expected to get a prize or award because their dancing 
styles were creatively designed and their steps were in harmony. 
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The evening stage show and traditional dancing were held at 6:00-10:00 
pm. From the dancing competition, the young people also learned to earn 
cultural capital by participating in the dance and performing on stage. The Dee 
Ku Festival night was greatly enjoyed by the young people, and also attended 
by adults and social groups. The estimated number of celebrants was around 
1,000 people who were dressed in normal clothes, excluding the traditional 
dancers and musicians, who dressed in traditional costumes. 

Most importantly, the traditional dancing on the stage presented the 
core values of the Dee Ku Festival as the dance was about the rice cultivation 
activities. Simultaneously in the section, the men, including the elderly, 
enthusiastically danced like monsters and were a surprise to the host’s house. 
The rhythm of the Beng-Boe was loud in each section while the dancers and 
musicians were getting drunk. Most male dancers enjoyed the pleasurable taste 
of Ter Yae, and it seemed like an endless night, but finally the noise stopped 
around midnight.

Day 3, 18 September 2016: The Grand Festival and Beginning Night of 
the Poe Dee Kree Divination

The traditional dance Beng Boe, continued around the camp. This was 
the day of the grand ceremony on stage. The KNPP’s attendance reinforced the 
sense of collective identity because the KNPP used the myth of the Dee Ku to 
construct Karenni history as a people, or the emergence of the Karenni. On 
stage, the masters of ceremonies, who spoke Burmese and Kayah invited the 
KNPP members to give their speeches for the opening ceremony.

Three KNPP members attended the ceremony and gave brief speeches 
on the history of the Dee Ku. They explained that the three bundles of the Dee 
Ku tied together were a reminder of the unity of the ethnic groups inside 
Karenni State who fought together in a battle to protect Karenni people and 
their territory. Other members of the KNPP also gave inspirational speeches 
to encourage Karenni refugees to understand the importance of tradition and 
its preservation, and remind them about unity and the possibility of returning 
to the homeland. Shortly after the speech, the children performed a Karenni 
traditional dance which was part of the dancing competition on the first day 
of the Dee Ku Festival.
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Figure 5.4 Dance Competition, children and youth group, September 2015

On the Festival grounds, around 1,000 Karenni camp residents attended 
the grand ceremony, dressed in Kayah red traditional costumes or clothing 
with some dressed also in the Kayan, Kayaw, and Shan styles. After the program 
on the stage ended, the celebrants moved to the next zone for the volley ball 
competition and cheered for their teams, especially the young people. 
Simultaneously, the traditional dance groups in each section began to dance 
to honor each section. By then, the rhythm of the Beng-Bong had become 
louder and louder in each section.

The section youth group led in dancing to honor each household in their 
section or nearby sections. The dancers were dressed in Kayah western 
traditional clothing, while some were dressed in Karenni eastern traditional 
dress. They were accompanied by both old and young musicians, a section 
cultural leader and a section Dee Ku Festival leader. The hosts treated the 
dancers to the Dee Ku and Ter Yae, and gave financial donations to them. Most 
celebrants believe that giving donations is a form of merit-earning and they 
will receive blessings in return.
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Figure 5.5 Young traditional dancers dance to honor households  
Source: fieldwork, September 2015

It was the day of making the Poe Dee Kree figure and bringing it to each 
section. It was indeed a busy day for Dee Ku Festival section cultural leader 
Kay Pe Je and the elders as they prepared the materials to make the Poe Dee 
Kree figure. They said that the making of the Poe Dee Kree figure should be 
done secretly by only a few people because it will become holy. During the 
festival, the Poe Dee Kree chose who would carry it, who it wanted to leave the 
forest with it, and stay with it.

At the end of the year’s festival, in the afternoon, a small group played 
music with the rhythm of the Beng-Bong and the figure was carried back into 
the forest. Around forty young, middle aged and elder men and twenty children 
walked to the forest. The Poe Dee Kree already chose to stay with Kay Pe Je, 
Dee Ku Festival section leader. Consequently, he carried the Poe Dee Kree 
figure back to the section while the followers loudly beat the gongs, cymbals, 
and drums. The children enjoyed following the procession back to their section. 

At around 7:00 pm, people gathered at the house of Kay Pe Je to attend 
the divination which would be conducted until 10:00 pm. Each year, inquiries 
to the Poe Dee Kree were basically the same or similar. Several attendees asked 
about their family health and decision to go to the USA. The children asked 
about the possibility of passing their examinations, while the elders asked about 
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the possibility of returning home with peace and security. Sometimes, the 
people said that the Poe Dee Kree was not always right. Tu Reh, a 50 year-old 
man, described how the Poe Dee Kree did not always give the correct answers.

Since the earlier years of the camp, the Poe Dee Kree always 
divined that the Karenni refugees would be able to return to 
the homeland with peace and security within three years. But 
until now, we are still in the displacement with an uncertain 
future. (Tu Reh, September, 2015)

In the past years, the Poe Dee Kree was seen as their hope and could 
divine how life would be for them, thus it could be described as the belief that 
was adhered to by the refugees. The Poe Dee Kree night was attended not only 
by Kayah animists, but also by some other ethnic people such as Karen-Paku 
who were curious to know how Poe Dee Kree divined. Around twenty non-
Kayah animists attended the night’s event and the total number of attendees 
was about a hundred people. Tu Reh said that although the population had 
decreased due to resettlement, the number of attendees remained the same. 
He also said that the Poe Dee Kree was an important practice and he was glad 
that people still actively practiced it in the camp.

At the end of activities for the night, the celebrants continued to visit 
their friends’ or relatives’ houses in the section or nearby sections and shared 
stories and memories. They talked about the friends and relatives in third 
countries. For instance, Tu Reh mentioned that a friend of theirs in a third 
country really missed the festival in the camp and that people in the USA would 
organize the festival the following week. Their relatives in the camp sent the 
wild sorghum leaves to them so they can make parcels of the Dee Kue. 
Apparently, the Dee Ku Festival is an important tradition that Karenni people 
who have settled in different countries, reinvented or continued to practice. 
Visitation and conversations become main activities of the Dee Ku Festival 
making it a day of social interaction since people visit on a large scale.

Days 4 & 5, 19-20 September 2016: Restlessly Beng-Bong Dancing
During the last two days of the events, Karenni refugees continued 

visiting on a large scale, eating the Dee Ku parcel, and drinking Ter Yae. Many 
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households made the Dee Ku parcel and Ter Yae in abundant amounts so they 
could feed or favor their friends and the dancers. 

In the late morning, the dancers from Section 5 and 6 came to dance at 
Nga Meh’s house while still another group of Catholic dancers also came to 
dance. The Catholic practitioners continue to carry on the Dee Ku traditional 
dancing although they had converted to Christianity. One of the male musicians 
who accompanied the Catholic youth dance group said that the Beng-Boe 
dancing is an important performance of the Karenni tradition, so they have 
continued with this practice of the Dee Ku as related to Karenni culture and 
traditions, rather than related to sacred or religious space. Thus, it can be said 
that the Beng-Boe dancing broadened the socializing space.

In the camp, the rhythm of the Beng-Bong was all around with the 
dancers going from their own section to nearby sections with the children 
following them. They danced restlessly from sunrise to sunset and even into 
the night for the first two days. The Festival ended on the morning of the sixth 
day when the Poe Dee Kree would be sent back into the forest. The sending 
process was on the same day as when people brought or invited him into the 
section. The male who had brought the Poe Dee Kree figure out of the forest, 
would carry him on his back and head back to the forest. He was accompanied 
by around seventy people, many elders, including around thirty children, and 
musicians. Similar to the first day, the music was rapturous and upon reaching 
the forest, the man carrying the Poe Dee Kree said, “I take you here, and this 
is your place.” After that, he climbed up a nearby tree and hung the Poe Dee 
Kree figure with a weaving bag. The practice symbolized that the Dee Ku Festival 
has ended for the year.

It is clear that the Dee Ku practice has helped refugees to remember and 
imagine their past home by eating food, drinking, socializing, and dancing. 
Even young people who have had no experience of life in the pre-displacement, 
imagine the home through their involvement in the ritual performances, 
particularly through the traditional dancing. 

Furthermore, in conversations with the celebrants during the festival, it 
was learned that the Karenni refugees have maintained the traditional patterns 
in the Dee Ku practice while they also invent new social activities. The 
patriarchal society is clearly seen in the Dee Ku practice as the males dominated 
the roles in ritual performances, while females undertook the domestic work 
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and preparation of the food and drinks. Each particular age group had their 
own specific role, for instance, the adult males led the ritual activities and 
divination, while the youth led in the traditional dancing. A new social activity, 
such as sports and stage shows, enabled the youth to become actively involved 
in the Dee Ku Festival.

The Karenni refugees sought to have the celebration of the Dee Ku Festival 
resemble the village setting by recreating the symbolic food, ritual actions, and 
dancing performances which they traditionally practiced in their villages. The 
meaning of the elements in the Dee Ku practice, the historical background of 
the reinvention of the Dee Ku Festival, and the role of the traditional leaders 
and youth engaged in the process of leading and preserving the Dee Ku Festival 
are explored. The following section tackles the meaning of symbolic food and 
ritual performances used in the Festival, such as the parcel of sticky rice, the 
Dee Ku, the divination, and the traditional dancing.

The Symbolic Meanings: Symbolic Food and Ritual Performances

The food and ritual performances are important components of the Dee 
Ku practice which integrate the present displacement with the past. Certainly, 
the eating and sharing of the Dee Ku parcel, divination, and the dancing are 
the prominent symbols in the Dee Ku annual rituals that represent the culture 
and way of life, and intensify the social interaction among Karenni refugees. 
Thus, the continuity of recreating symbolic food and the ritual performances 
in the camp has reinforced the sense of collective identity among those who 
continually practice the Dee Ku ritual. It also reinforced the sense of commonly 
shared past and continuing shared present. This section explores the meaning 
of the three bundles of the Dee Ku parcel, the Poe Dee Kree divination, and 
the traditional dancing to examine how and why the Karenni refugees seek to 
recreate these symbolic patterns in the camp.

The Three Bundles of the Dee Ku Parcel
The prominent symbol in the Dee Ku Festival is the three bundles of the 

Dee Ku parcel which has a symbolism in both ritual and social context. For 
the ritual context, the Dee Ku is the most important traditional food which is 
offered to the ancestors and relative’s spirits during the Festival. The informants 
were observed to practice animism, and hang two or three parcels of the Dee 
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Ku on the wall with the Karenni rice wine in bamboo bottle. Mu Preh Nga Reh 
who offers the Dee Ku to ancestors and spirits said that during the Festival, the 
ancestors and relatives’ spirits also enjoy eating the Dee Ku with their friends. 
Offering the Dee Ku is one of the important traditional practices for Karenni 
animists or traditional religion practitioners, and it is continually practiced by 
large numbers of Karenni refugees.

For the social context, the myth of the Dee Ku has played a significant 
role in the construction of Karenni history as a peoplehood or the emergence 
of the Karenni. The myth of the Dee Ku originally spoke about a celebration 
for the winning of a battle. Mu Preh Law narrated the myth of the Dee Ku 
Festival which he had heard from his grandparents.

In ancient times, the ethnic groups in Karenni State brought 
with them several parcels of the Dee Ku during a battle and 
they won because of their unity. Thus, the three bundles of 
the Dee Ku represent the ethnic groups in Karenni State who 
fought together to protect their people and homeland. (Mu 
Preh Law, September, 2015)

Figure 5.6 Three Bundles of Dee Ku Parcel

Making the Dee Ku parcel in the displacement context reminded people 
of the unity of Karenni. Regarding this, Mu Preh Law said that “we people in 
the camp should be united as the three bundles of the Dee Ku are tied together.” 
Thus, the parcels of the Dee Ku, as a notable symbol in the Festival, significantly 
constituted a sense of collective identity that Karenni refugees seek to recreate.
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Moreover, the Dee Ku also symbolizes friendship because Karenni 
refugees who make the parcels of the Dee Ku, always share these with friends, 
neighbors, and relatives. They also invite their friends, neighbors, and relatives 
to visit their houses and enjoy eating the Dee Ku together. In conclusion, the 
Dee Ku symbolized three meanings: offering ritual, unity, and friendship.

Poe Dee Kree Divination
In the Dee Ku Festival, the most exciting moment among the youth and 

children is watching the Poe Dee Kree divination which is specifically conducted 
and led by an older male and a section Dee Ku Festival leader (Kay Pe Je). He 
plays the important role of making the Poe Dee Kree figure and conducting 
rituals. Annually, every section in the camp makes their Poe Dee Kree figure 
which is made from a woven bamboo basket and wrapped with cotton fabric. 
The top of the figure is tightened with a red cloth and held with a minus stone 
which is considered holy, and a chicken bone. At the end of festival, the stone 
is removed by the village headman and kept in a safe place until the next year 
of the Dee Ku Festival. Mu Preh Nga Reh narrated the story of the Poe Dee 
Kree.

In the past, the Poe Dee Kree was an elder spirit in the valley 
and his name was Jaw Kue Toe. He would damage the paddy 
farms if he was not offered food as were the other spirits around 
the farms. Later, villagers learnt that Jaw Kue To was the one 
who had damaged their farm. Thus, they used fire to expel 
Jaw Kue Toe and eventually he had to move to the jungle. 
Later, the villagers called his spirit back to stay in the figure 
of the rice basket and he was renamed as the Poe Dee Kree.
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Figure 5.7 The Poe Dee Kree

Linguistically in Kayah, “Poe Dee Kree” means the “grandfather in the 
woven bamboo basket.” The term “Poe” means “grandfather.” The Poe Dee Kree 
is therefore respected as a grandfather and when people asked him questions, 
they usually called him “Poe.” The Poe Dee Kree figure is made in the jungle 
by two or three men, and brought back to reside in one particular house that 
the Poe Dee Kree chooses to stay in. At that house, the Poe Dee Kree conducts 
divinations for three nights. 

In the divination process, two males hold the Poe Dee Kree figure and 
ask the questions. The Poe Dee Kree gives the typical answer of “yes” or “no” 
by hitting the floor. It swings side-to-side until it hits the floor to give the answer 
to the questioner. The question that the Poe Dee Kree night attendees always 
ask is “how long before they are able to return to the homeland.” Others talk 
about their health and work while some students ask about the possibility of 
passing examinations. Mu Preh Nga Reh also said that back in their village life, 
the villagers asked Poe Dee Kree about cultivation or if their paddy fields would 
flourish. At the camp, this kind of question is missing as the people have no 
paddy farm anymore. Most importantly, Poe Dee Kree divination is a certain 
practical component of the Dee Ku Festival and represents a symbol of the Dee 
Ku myth and narrative story.
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The Traditional Dancing and Instruments
During the Dee Ku Festival, the rhythm of the Beng-Boe is very audible 

and could be heard all around the camp. The Karenni refugees enjoy welcoming 
and watching the dancers, group-by-group, at their houses. Five or six men 
carry and play musical instruments while five or six pairs of males and females 
dressed in Kayah traditional clothing, dance. The typical dance steps have the 
male and female dancers tramping their feet and moving their arms around in 
accordance with the rhythm of music in the village. However in the camp, the 
dance was reinvented with the addition of some new steps. The Beng-Boe dance 
portrays the activities in rice paddy cultivation. The dance steps like the ones 
in the villages are still practiced in the camp.

The dance steps in the camp portray the Karenni villagers enjoying their 
farming, growing and harvesting paddy in their homeland. Mu Preh Nga Reh 
related that the rhythm of instruments and dancing gives the sense of rapture. 
The traditional dancing and music in the Dee Ku Festival are played for two 
purposes. The first is to celebrate the likelihood of successful paddy farming, 
and the second is to remember the ancient times when Karenni ancestors won 
battles and celebrated. The instruments in the Dee Ku Festival are drums, gongs, 
and cymbals. Each instrument has a different meaning. Furthermore, the 
rhythm of the drums is to celebrate joyfulness and chase away the spirits that 
could damage or harm the livestock in the village. The Dee Ku traditional dance 
portrays a way of life and culture, and how subsistence farming is so important 
to Karenni livelihoods. This dance constitutes the imagination of the past for 
young people who had no experiences of how the life was in the pre-displacement

Historical Background of Reinvention of the Dee Ku Festival

The tradition of celebrating the Dee Ku Festival has been practiced in 
the camp since 1994. The resources for the Festival are more accessible than 
the resources used in the Kay Htoe Boe Festival. Furthermore, the Dee Ku 
Festival does not need a large physical space for the ritual site. In fact, the 
reinvention of the Dee Ku Festival is significant for two reasons: first, the Dee 
Ku Festival is traditionally practiced by two ethnic groups - Kayah and Kayaw; 
second, the myth of the Dee Ku represents the historic emergence of the Karenni 
and symbolizes the unity in the camp.
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A significant practice of the Festival is the making of the Dee Ku parcel 
by the Karenni refugees, especially the Kayah and other sub-Karenni groups 
who traditionally practiced the Dee Ku annual ritual in their life before 
displacement. As mentioned, the original myth of the Dee Ku characterized 
the historic emergence of the Karenni and represented their unity. This myth 
corresponded with the KNPP ideology and consequently, the KNPP has logically 
been involved in the continuity of Dee Ku practice as it strengthened the sense 
of unity in the camp. In regard to the KNPP’s involvement in the continuity of 
the Dee Ku practice, the former camp leader, Khu Ei Reh described that in the 
early years of displacement, the KNPP and the Camp Committee distributed 
sticky rice to the refugees because Karenni refugees were not able to afford it.

Through the continual practice of the Dee Ku Festival, the Karenni 
refugees remember their way of live in the villages, especially their memories 
of the paddy farms. Mu Preh Law vividly narrated that, in the villages, the Dee 
Ku Festival was held when the paddy started to bear grain. This Festival also 
celebrated the likelihood of a successful harvest and thankfulness for fertilized 
agriculture products. In the camp, there are obviously no paddy farms and 
consequently no need for celebrating the likelihood of successful harvests. 
However, Karenni refugees seek to maintain their continuity of a sense of home 
in the refugee camp by recreating the familiar practice of the Dee Ku Festival. 
Making offerings, eating and sharing parcels of the Dee Ku, visiting, drinking, 
attending divinations, and enjoying dancing or watching traditional dancing 
are practical components of the Dee Ku Festival which help refugees to 
remember their home and the rapture they had in the past.

Through the main activities of making the Dee Ku parcels, giving 
offerings, treating friends, traditional dancing, and the Poe Dee Kree divination 
nights during the Dee Ku Festival, each section respectively celebrated the 
annual festival at their sites in the early years of the camp. The Dee Ku Festival 
in each section was led by a section Dee Ku Festival leader (Kay Pe Je) and a 
section cultural leader. The Festival was held for five days during late August 
or September in rainy season.

Khu Ei Reh said that the Dee Ku Festival had created a sense of enjoyment 
among Karenni refugees, especially the youth. A great concern arose about the 
festival disturbing the school week in the camp. In response, the Dee Ku Festival 
was made into a camp public holiday in 1999 with the celebration date 
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determined by one chicken bone divination. Since then, the Dee Ku Festival 
has been considered as an important communal festival in the camp. 

Also in 1999, the Dee Ku Festival was expanded to include more public 
events like stage show nights, traditional dancing competitions, and sports 
events. These activities generated excitement among the youth. Mu Preh Law 
said that to preserve the traditional practice of Dee Ku, the KNPP had financially 
supported the public events, such as contributing the prizes that were awarded 
in the sports and traditional dancing competitions in the years 1999-2010. In 
addition, the KNPP members were invited to attend the Festival and give 
speeches along with the local Thai authorities and the Camp Commander. Each 
year, the event was held at the BK or BT zone. Karenni refugees who resided 
in the BT zone also attended the Festival there. The stage show night was held 
during the last three days. Many Karenni had never experienced attending a 
stage show night or participating in sports events during the annual festival 
back in their village. Thus, these Dee Ku Festival events created great excitement 
and joy, and entertained the Karenni refugees. It mobilized the youth to maintain 
and carry on their traditional dance through the traditional dancing competition. 
Thus, the Dee Ku Festival added further socializing space as it was not merely 
a ritual and sacred space since those who are not ethnically Kayah and Kayaw 
animists were involved in the Festival.

Since 2011, the funding for the Dee Ku Festival that previously came 
from the KNPP has not become available, so the Karenni Cultural Committee 
and the Camp Committee asked for contributions from the households who 
were animists, or whoever else desired, or was willing to give contributions for 
the Dee Ku Festival. The funding for the public event has recently been 
contributed by Karenni refugees. The Karenni Cultural Committee also 
requested some contributions from the NGOs. The Border Consortium had 
been providing the sticky rice to the camp for several years, but since 2012, 
there has been a reduction of food assistance and the Karenni refugees have 
not been given sticky rice. Thus, they work harder to be able to afford sticky 
rice for the annual Dee Ku Festival.

During the Festival, the women play their traditional role of preparing 
the food, especially making the Dee Ku parcel and the Karenni rice wine or 
Ter Yae. Pleh Meh, a 32 year-old housewife said that each year, her household 
would cook a large amount of the Dee Ku but they had to buy more sticky rice 
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since the NGOs had not supplied the sticky rice as in previous years. She said 
that contributing to the camp’s public event was considered a way of earning 
merit. Significantly, the Dee Ku Festival had fewer outside support, especially 
from the KNPP, as it had in previous years. Despite this, the camp residents 
still try their best to preserve the Dee Ku practice for their children.

The Role of Traditional Leader in the Camp

Each section is comprised of a number of villagers with common family 
and village ties. Mu Preh Law explained that Section 7 is comprised of the 
residents who originally came from three villages in the same township of south 
Baw Lae Kae and most of the households are close family kin. In such a manner, 
the refugees seek to maintain their village setting in the camp including the 
presence of traditional leaders in ritual or sacred space.

Since each section celebrates their own annual traditional festival in their 
sites, they each have traditional leaders who assume significant roles in leading 
the ritual procedures and traditions. There are three of these traditional leaders 
with such roles. The main traditional leader is the section cultural leader who 
oversees all the traditional rituals and practices, and the annual ritual festivals in 
his section. The other two leaders are the Dee Ku Festival leader (Kay Pe Je) and 
the Kay Htoe Boe festival leader (E-Lue Pe Je), who are assigned specifically to 
lead the rituals of the annual festivals of Dee Ku and Kay Htoe Boe. The festival 
setting in the camp greatly resembles the village festival as all the sections attend 
each other’s festival as they did in the village. The sections in the camp take turns 
in hosting and supporting the rest of the camp. The important change is that the 
practices of the annual festivals in each section have been integrated into the 
camp festival and created a sense of commonality. The traditional leader, especially 
the section cultural leader, joins the BMN Cultural Committee in organizing 
both the annual section and grand festivals. It is important to look at how the 
traditional leaders play significant roles in leading the annual festival and have 
become the important actors in the preservation of culture and tradition. 
Furthermore, the camp has organized youth groups in each section who are 
involved in the official organizing of the Dee Ku and Kay Htoe Boe.
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Section Cultural Leader
Section cultural leaders have very important roles since they oversee all 

the ritual performances and lead the celebration of the two annual festivals. 
The roles of the section cultural leader and the chairperson of the BMN Cultural 
Committee are comparable in a number of ways because the section cultural 
leader organizes the festival, manages all resources and funds, and calls for the 
participation and the involvement of section residents. Also, they lead and 
support the youth group, particularly in regard to the youth’s traditional dancing 
activities.

Su Reh, Section 10 cultural leader said that he had been the section 
cultural leader for almost fifteen years. The leaders always attend the meetings 
called by the BMN Cultural Committee and the Committee informs the section 
cultural leaders about the details of the celebration of the event, especially the 
dates and duration of the Festival.

Within a section, the cultural leader would manage the funds received 
from the financial donations of the section’s residents. These funds are used by 
the Kay Pe Je and E-Lue Pe Je to organize the annual rituals. In discussing about 
the community contributions, Su Reh described that the circumstances of the 
camp were totally different from the life in the village where the necessary 
resources, used in the traditional or ritual practices, were abundantly available. 
In the camp, they did not have sufficient resources, so they depended upon the 
financial donations from each household. The section cultural leader takes the 
role of financial donation collector and manages the funds for the section’s 
ritual practices and the youth’s activities.

As the Dee Ku Festival requires fewer resources than the Kay Htoe Boe 
Festival, the section cultural leader does not need to collect financial donation 
from the section residents. Instead, he supports the youth traditional dancers 
to raise their fund. In doing this, the section cultural leaders always lead the 
team of traditional youth dancers in honoring the section or nearby section. 
Su Reh explained that the musicians are middle-aged and older men who 
accompany the youth dancers. Once the youth dancers earn sufficient funds, 
they purchase the traditional clothing and sports shirts for participation in the 
public events at the annual festivals. This is a very close relationship of the older 
and younger generations in the cultural process. For the Dee Ku Festival, the 
section cultural leader’s roles were less involved than in the Kay Htoe Boe 
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Festival since the collection of financial donations and preparation of the sacred 
space was not large scale.

A Section Dee Ku Festival Leader (Kay Pe Je)
The Dee Ku Festival, in the ritual context, is the practice of offering to 

the goddess, or female god, which is referred to as the god in the soil and cult 
of the Kay Htoe Boe religion or traditional religion. The goddess of Dee Ku is 
related to the god of E-Lue, but the practice of their offerings is different. To 
perform the offering, the section Dee Ku leader or Kay Pe Je, in the Kayah 
linguistic form, takes the prominent role in leading the offering, sacrificing 
animals, and carrying on the other proceedings for the Dee Ku Festival. The 
Kay Pe Je is a middle aged or elderly man, but must be very knowledgeable and 
skillful in the practice. More importantly, he must be a Kay believer, not an 
E-Lue believer. The Kay Pe Je position is passed from generation to generation; 
this means that the current Kay Pe Je has taken the role from his father.

Apparently, the Kay Pe Je leads in the making of the Poe Dee Kree figure, 
overseeing the Poe Dee Kree divination night, and also accompanying the 
dancing group. Tu Reh, the Kay Pe Je from Section 10 and who has been a Kay 
Pe Je since 1996, related that the busiest day for the Kay Pe Je is the day of 
making the Poe Dee Kree figure since it requires various necessary resources 
to make this figure.

Following this activity, the Kay Pe Je also leads the Poe Kree divination 
night and sends Poe Dee Kree back to the forest. This clearly shows how each 
section needs its own Kay Pe Je to take active roles in leading the rituals in the 
Dee Ku Festival.

The Camp Youth Group

The Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp Cultural Committee officially established 
the camp’s youth group in 2016. This is a volunteer group supervised by the 
camp cultural committee and comprised of the youth from the sections 
including some youth group members. In 2016, there were thirty-five members 
in the camp youth group with ages ranging from 16 to 25 years old. Before this, 
the members of the youth group were voluntarily associated with the Ban Mai 
Nai Soi Camp Cultural Committee in organizing the annual festivals. Khu Poe 
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Reh, the current BMN Camp Cultural Committee leader, formed the youth 
group because the youth are important actors in working with the camp cultural 
committee to lead and organize the two annual festivals. The purpose of forming 
the youth group was to build their capacity and accountability in leading and 
participating in the preservation of the Karenni traditional practices and more 
crucially, to serve as an example for other young people.

The camp youth group is vigorously volunteering for community work, 
especially being involved and supportive of the preservation of Karenni 
traditions and important ritual practices. They have been involved since 2012 
and actively join the numerous training sessions that are given by the camp 
cultural committee. After attending the training, they have skills for leading 
ritual procedures and more knowledge about Karenni traditions such the history 
of each ritual, such as the Dee Ku Festival, the Kay Htoe Boe Festival, and the 
practice of chicken bone divination. They are then able to apply these skills in 
the camp, especially leading the ritual worship of Kay Htoe Boe. Leading rituals 
and taking accountability for this is a significant role of the camp youth group 
as their skills and knowledge become developed.

Members from both the camp and section youth groups become involved 
and are helpful in organizing the annual festival. This is especially important 
in preparing the materials and agenda for the public events and the stage shows. 
Bue Meh, the current camp youth group leader described that during the 
festival, the camp youth group helps the BMN Cultural Committee with the 
stage agenda and in welcoming the KNPP, the Thai authorities, and other guests 
to the event. Another important role is training the section youth to perform 
the dance of the Dee Ku. In the Dee Ku Festival, the camp youth group works 
closely with the BMN Cultural Committee to integrate the section youth into 
the camp grand festival, particularly in leading the traditional dance.

Youth Traditional Dancers

Many youth who grew up or lived in prolonged displacement had no 
experiences of pre-displacement way of life and celebrating the annual ritual 
festival. Some of them have just a vague memory of the homeland or experience 
attending ritual festivals back in the village. Thus, it is surprising that the youth 
in the camp actively seek to preserve the Karenni substantial patterns of 
traditional practices. In doing so, the youth take active roles in preserving 
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traditional dancing in the camp while also being traditional dancers themselves. 
Their significant role is to stay involved in serving the community and 
performing community services during the annual festivals, ritual practices, 
and as needed. 

The traditional youth dancers represent their section and lead the young 
people in the section to become involved in section and camp festivals and 
ritual ceremonies. There are twelve or sixteen youth traditional dancers in each 
section with the ages 12-22 years old. For the two annual ritual festivals of Dee 
Ku and Kay Htoe Boe, the youth also represent their sections by participating 
in the traditional competitions and dances honoring the households within 
the section, camp, or local villages. Apparently, the traditional dancing is 
considered to be the most important practice at the annual festivals, and the 
youth have become active traditional dancers. The Dee Ku traditional dancing 
is comprised of both males and females. In contrast, the Kay Htoe Boe Festival 
is comprised of only male dancers (which will be discussed in Chapter 6).

Why do the youth seek to preserve the traditional practices and how do 
they acquire the skills of traditional dancing? Da Reh has been dancing for 
eight years ever since he was fourteen years old. He is currently section 10 
youth leader. He said:

We must carry on what our parents or grandparents had 
traditionally practiced. It is our Moe Le Klo Peh Kha Le24 (the 
path way of the parents or literally, the traditions practiced by 
the parents), so we must preserve the continuity of our Karenni 
traditions or the traditional practices. When I was young, I 
always followed the traditional dancers in the section, or to 
nearby sections, or even to the end of the camp. I could feel 
how the music and dance steps were amusing and full of joy. 
So when I grew up, I was overwhelmed by the desire to join 
the dancing. Importantly, the traditional dancing portrays the 
Karenni culture and way of life. Thus, I am happy to dance to 
represent the Karenni culture even though I have no memories 
of the homeland or have not myself experienced how life in 
the village was.

24 Moe Le Klo Peh Kha Leh, a local code is a Kayah linguistic phrase which is always mentioned 
by research informants and literally means the Karenni traditions in this research.
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Da Reh revealed how the children were following the dance practice in 
the camp. At the Dee Ku Festival, the children were very happy and excited 
when following the dancing groups. These children, when they grow older, are 
expected to become involved in the dancing as Da Reh has narrated about his 
experiences. This is because the children are learning the Karenni traditions 
and practices by imitating the adults or their parents. Thus, it can be said that 
the continuity of the ritual practices in the camp increasingly raises the 
awareness about culture or traditions among the youth or children.

Conclusion

The ethnographic study clearly shows that the Dee Ku festival is created 
as a space which helps Karenni refugees to engender a sense of belonging and 
articulate broader identity as Karenni. Through the celebration of the Dee Ku 
festival, the Kayah and Kayaw groups seek to recreate a sense of belonging to 
a group that they were part of in the past, especially as animists or Karenni 
subgroup. The recreating of making Dee Ku parcel, the Poe Dee Kree divination, 
and the traditional dancing, as important components of the Dee Ku festival 
resemble the ones they did back in the village. Thus, all these practical 
components of the Dee Ku Festival help the Karenni refugees to remember and 
imagine their past, home, and life as subsistence farmers. Moreover, the practice 
of making Dee Ku parcel and traditional dancing help the younger generation 
who have no experiences, to imagine how their pre-displacement life was, to 
imagine their homeland and know where they originated from. Crucially, this 
study also observes that the Dee Ku Festival serves as a way to heal the Karenni 
refugees’ trauma of forced migration, and the feeling of losing home and life 
in the past.

This study clearly demonstrates that the Dee Ku festival does not only 
constitute a sense of collective identity as Karenni, but observes that the familiar 
practices in Dee Ku Festival also emphasize the personal and household’s well-
being. The Dee Ku festival extends the social space which articulates broader 
identity as Karenni. In articulating this space, the KNPP has used the Dee Ku 
parcel to characterize the history of the emergence of Karenni and symbolizes 
the Karenni unity, thus setting up the Dee Ku festival as public event. The sports 
competition and stage show were set up to draw the participation of Karenni 
refugees in the festival. Crucially, the BMN Camp Cultural Committee has 
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played an active role in organizing the celebration of the festival and despite 
the reality of confinement, the BMN CCC is engaged as an active agent in 
leading the process of reinvention and the preservation of Dee Ku practice. 
Furthermore, the BMN CCC has exercised their agency which they communicate 
and negotiate with the humanitarian organizations and the Thai authorities 
for support and the right to continue their ritual practice. Aside from the BMN 
CCC, the traditional leader in each section also plays a crucial role in leading 
the Dee Ku Festival in the section and in integrating the section’s festival into 
the camp grand festival. Thus, it can be said that at section level, the traditional 
leaders are also engaged as active agents who work hard to preserve the practice 
of Dee Ku festival.

The Dee Ku Festival has been set up as a grand festival in order to create 
space for articulating Karenni identity which is formulated with KNPP’s 
nationalist sentiment. In examining the sense of collective identity as Karenni 
in the Dee Ku Festival, the study found that the Karenni refugees have their 
own agenda and do not always follow the KNPP’s in celebrating Dee Ku festival. 
In this sense, they celebrate the festival in their sections to simply seek joy and 
sense of belonging, and not strictly Karenni identity. This research discovered 
that the celebration of the Dee Ku Festival allows particular groups, especially 
Kayah and Kayaw to retain their identity and continually create their space 
which they traditionally had in the past.
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Chapter 6

Inventing Home: Celebration of the  
Kay Htoe Boe Festival and  

Erection of the E-Lue Ritual Pole

The Karenni refugees recreate and appropriate their space of the Kay 
Htoe Boe Festival in the confined camp, turning it into some kind of home or 
ultimately, a constructed space as “our” in the displacement setting (Dudley, 
2010) and connect in the various contexts of the Karenni communities. The 
recreating of a familiar practice in the Kay Htoe Boe Festival, such as the erection 
of the E-Lue pole, making offerings in a sacred space, and the performance of 
traditional dancing, enables the Karenni refugees to maintain their religious 
practices and reconstruct the Karenni identity in the displacement context.

Ethnographic Study of the 2016 Kay Htoe Boe Festival

It is regrettable that there was no Grand Kay Htoe Boe Festival or related 
hosting section for this year, thus there was no observation on how the Karenni 
refugees from all the sections erected one pole together or how the social 
interaction was on a large scale. The interactions were within a section or the 
nearby sections only. The Kay Htoe Boe Festival was held for four days and 
three nights from 14-17 April 2016.

Sections 5 and 7 comprised a large number of Kayah traditional refugees, 
while Section 10 comprised a population from a variety of backgrounds in 
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ethnicities and traditions. From the selected sections, it was seen how the Karenni 
refugees seek to keep a similar pattern of practices to resemble the villages or 
modify the practices according to the camp’s circumstances. For instance, Sections 
5 and 7 have kept the similar pattern of practices by annually erecting the pole. 
The other sections like Section 10 do not erect the pole annually; they just decorate 
the existing pole. This ethnographic study also focused on the description of the 
ritual activities which show how the Karenni refugees interact and are involved 
in the community contributions to the Festival, how the role of the celebrants 
was divided, and how the Festival has strengthened the community bonds and 
the relationships between the older and the younger generations, and among the 
celebrants from various ethnic backgrounds.

Day 1, 14 April 2016: Unification of the Section Celebrants in Cutting 
and Carving E-Lue Pole

Observations are concentrated on Section 5 Kay Htoe Boe site on a 
hilltop and Section 6 joined the site. On the Kay Htoe Boe site, there were 
around sixty children who carried small bottles of water which had acacia 
leaves in them. They had been waiting for an hour for the group that would be 
carrying the pole back to the Kay Htoe Boe site. At the site’s compound, twenty-
five youths were cleaning the place, sweeping the leaves, and preparing the 
space for the pole to be placed. Around fifteen adults and elderly men were 
waiting for the group who had cut the teak pole and prepared the Ter Yae for 
the group. It is a usual practice to serve the Ter Yae to the participants during 
the Festival. The annual ritual festival of the Kay Htoe Boe practice is also 
known as the “Eating and Drinking Festival.” The taste of the food and drink 
contributes to the sense of remembering the festival and socializing in the past.
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Figure 6.1 A group of male laborers carrying the teak pole back to the  
Section 7 Kay Htoe Boe Site Source: field work, April 2016

A section Kay Htoe Boe festival leader (E-Lue Pen Je) said that the group 
went to the forest to cut the tree around 7:00 am, and they had not yet come 
back. They may be cutting a large tree as planned. Suddenly, the sound of males 
shouting along with the rhythm of a goblet drum, cymbals, and a flute was 
heard; the sound was approaching the Kay Htoe Boe site in Section 5 on the 
hilltop. The group was comprised of middle aged males, elderly males, and 
youth aged 12 to 22 years old. About a hundred of them were carrying a teak 
pole, which was already carved, and pieces of teak which would be used for 
repairing the platform. Two little boys shouted, “they are coming back now!” 
The E-Lue Pen Je and the other older men, young girls, and children at the site 
were ready to sprinkle water and provide cups of the Ter Yae to the group. The 
music became louder as they approached the Kay Htoe Boe site; they shouted 
even louder as they were climbing up the mount. Everyone, especially children, 
ran to line up on the way and when the group was passing, they poured and 
sprinkled the water on the people who were carrying the pole and the wooden 
pieces. Finally, the pole was erected on the station and the celebrants poured 
and sprinkled water on the pole as well as on each other.

The practice of laying the pole on the station is similar to the Thai’s 
Songkran festival where celebrants sprinkle water on each other. Hsaw Moe, a 
50 year-old woman, and a research informant in Section 7 said that the group 
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went to the forest early morning, but they had not come back yet. Told that 
Section 5 had already carried the pole back to the site, she said it was because 
Section 5 went to a nearby forest. However, the Section 7 group went to a more 
distant forest which took around an hour to get a large pole. Around 1:00 pm, 
the shouts of the Section 7 group were heard. Children and women rushed to 
the Kay Htoe Boe site with water bottles and acacia leaves. The group had 
brought the larger teak. More female adults and children came to sprinkle water 
on the group, and provide the Ter Yae to them.

At the BT zone, Section 10’s Kay Htoe Boe site, a group of twenty children 
and young girls were waiting for two hours. As the male laborers in the Section 
10 had been gone for many hours, it was anticipated that the pole of Section 
10 would be as large as Section 7’s. After waiting for more than thirty minutes, 
the shouting of the males was getting louder and louder with the rhythm of 
drum and other instruments. There was no large pole, but only pieces of teak 
and a small pole carried by a couple of males who came back from the forest. 
They said that this year, they did not erect the pole because the chicken bone 
divination in Section 10 said that they should build a new platform. Thus, for 
this year, Section 10 did not erect a new pole or decorated the old pole.

Figure 6.2 The pole being placed at Section 5’s Kay Htoe Boe site.  
Figure 6.3 The Pole bein placed at Section 7’s Kay Htoe Boe Site, April 2016

In those three sections, it was observed that the relationship bond 
between the Kayah and non-Kayah traditional religion practitioners and the 
other ethnic groups, particularly the Shan, had strengthened the practice of 
the community contribution of financial donations and labor in the Kay Htoe 
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Boe Festival. Kler Reh, 37 year-old Section 10 Kay Htoe Boe festival leader 
(E- Lue Pen Je) described that the Shan or Paku in his section, participated in 
labor, accompanied the group to the forest, and carried the teak back to the 
site. The females also assisted by providing water to, and sprinkling water on, 
the male laborer group around the Kay Htoe Boe site. Kler Reh described that 
the section residents were aware of the common welfare of the section. The 
first day of the Kay Htoe Boe Festival was a tiring day for the males who carried 
the pole back to the site; so the activities on the first night around the Kay Htoe 
Boe site were silent. The people began to visit and enjoy drinking the Ter Yae, 
which was similar to the Dee Ku Festival.

Figure 6.4 Male laborers carrying pieces of wood to Section 10’s Kay Htoe 
Boe site, April, 2016.  

Figure 6.5 Women sprinkle water with acacia on poles and male labors 
who dancing around the pole at Section 10, April 2016

Days 2 & 3, 15-16 April 2016: Collection and Decoration Day, and 
Restless Dancing

The second day was for the collection and decoration of E-Lue pole in 
the evening. Because there was no Grand Festival this year, the Festival in each 
section was quieter than two years ago in 2014. Around 4:00 pm in Section 7, 
the celebrants began to decorate the E-Lue pole, led by the E-Lue Pen Je. He 
painted the E-Lue pole with a lime solution because it was his role to conduct 
the E-Lue decoration ritual and offer food to the god on the platform.

In the evening, there were around a hundred celebrants, mostly children 
with some male adults, the elderly, and a few females. The celebrants came to 
see the process of decorating the pole and support the male dancers who would 
be dancing around the decorated E-Lue pole, while the females provided the 
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Ter Yae for the dancers. The second day ended with the E-Lue pole’s decoration 
and the cycle dancing. One of the celebrants, Say Reh, said that there would be 
more dancing around the pole the following night, and it would go on until 
the next morning.

On the third night, the number of celebrants had doubled compared to 
the previous night. Around two hundred celebrants gathered at the Kay Htoe 
Boe site, a third of them were males with about fifty young and adult females; 
the rest were children and females. Obviously, the participants’ ages were diverse 
and each age group had a specialized role in their participation in the festival. 
The elderly men usually lead the ritual process and play the music, such as the 
drum, cymbals, gongs, and flute, while the young males tramp their feet in 
dance steps around the Kay Htoe Boe site.

It is the females’ role to provide the Ter Yae to the male dancers, while 
the children just come to cheer on the dancers. Sometimes they hold the flag 
and lead the dancing group coiling crafts to represent the female’s participation 
since the females are not allowed to dance around the E-Lue pole site. 

Figure 6.6 A male wearing female coiling craft and dancing around the 
platform at Section 7’s Kay Htoe Boe site, April 2016. 

Figure 6.7 Males with traditional instruments and the flags were dancing 
around the platform at Section 7’s Kay Htoe Boe Site, April 2016

Hsaw Moe, a 50 year-old woman said that she would be sleepless or stay 
awake until the morning to support the dancing team by serving the Ter Yae 
to them. She said that this symbolizes the unity of the people in the community. 
Simultaneously, the Section 9 dancers arrived at the site and danced around 
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the Section 7’s E-Lue pole. Regarding the dancing around the pole, Say Reh, a 
Section 7 male celebrant, said that each section supported one another for the 
dancing so it could continually go on until the morning without a break. In 
Section 7, many celebrants committed to stay sleepless and support the dancing 
group while the women stayed up, serving soup and giving the Ter Yae to the 
dancers. The dancers took turns dancing the whole night until the morning. 
Say Reh explained how the dancing is meaningful to the sense of community:

When the music is played faster with feet tramping faster, this 
means that the god could hear clearly. This also represents the 
unity of the community. The loud music could also be heard 
by the other sections. This means that all sections would 
continue restless dancing together until the early morning to 
show the solidarity of the camp. (Say Reh, April 2016)

Sections 7 and 10 had the same situation where there were about forty 
males, some sitting on the ground while others were dancing around the pole 
and the review platform. The E-Lue Pen Je in Section 10 said they had just 
come back from Section 20 which was next to their section, to support the 
dancing there. The important ritual performance was the dancing and that 
night, the section residents actively played their specialized roles to support 
the dancing to give honor to the god of the E-Lue.

Figure 6.8 Elder males dancing around the platform at the Section 10’s Kay 
Htoe Boe site, April 2016.
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Crucially, this sort of dancing activity brings the Karenni people together 
to share a sense of joyfulness. The reminiscences of the practice of dancing in 
the villages remind them of their past rapture, just as Mu Preh Law described 
how they continued dancing restlessly to go to a nearby village. It is best 
described as a really restless dancing as the rhythm of dancing was still heard 
throughout the night.

Day 4, 17 April 2016: Erecting the E-Lue Pole
At around 6:00 am the next day with the sun beginning to rise, around 

two hundred celebrants gathered in Section 7 for the erection of the E-Lue pole. 
For the erection, about fifty males were involved in this process while another 
hundred participants, children and women, observed around the pole site. Around 
twenty males helped to dig a hole for the pole to be planted. Shortly after the hole 
was ready, the pole was dragged with a rope and a hundred males, mostly the 
youth, pulled the rope so the pole could gradually stand up. After the pole was 
erected, a man climbed up by using a wooden stair to hang the ladder and put 
the triangle roof at the top of the pole. Under the pole, around ten males held 
the pole to ensure that it was strong enough and would not collapse.

Figure 6.9 A middle-aged male climbing up the E-Lue Pole to decorate the 
top, April 2016.
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When the man was done decorating the top of E-Lue pole, around fifteen 
middle aged and elder males played instruments and danced around the pole. 
The instruments were a goblet drum, a pair of cymbals, a gong, and flutes. This 
dancing was an offering to the god and symbolized that the New Year celebration 
had now come. After the dancing, each household brought one or two chickens 
to the site to conduct the sacrificial ritual and divination. Each family conducted 
a chicken bone divination under the newly erected E-Lue pole. The divination 
would forecast what the New Year would bring.

Figure 6.10 Young, middle age and elder males played instruments and 
danced around E-Lue pole, April 2016

Around one hundred celebrants conducted a chicken bone divination. 
About 40 females, mostly housewives and several middle-aged and elderly 
women, held their chickens and waited for an older man to conduct a chicken 
bone divination since females are not allowed, according to the norms of 
tradition. Mu Preh Nga Reh who had good skills in conducting chicken 
divinations, was asked by several females to read and interpret the divination 
for them.
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For these practices, the households that converted to the Roman Catholic 
religion also continually practiced this. Law Reh, a middle aged man is an 
example of those who converted to the Roman Catholic religion, and every 
year he was involved in the practice of the chicken bone divination because he 
saw this as an important traditional practice. Also, he greatly believes that the 
chicken bone divination could divine how to spend life carefully throughout 
the year. For instance, if the chicken bone divined that his family members will 
not be in a good situation this year, or will have some bad luck, he would take 
life more carefully or avoid doing risky things.

Interestingly, the resettled Karenni refugees in the third countries 
continually asked their families or relatives left in the camp, to conduct a chicken 
bone divination for them. Beh Meh’s husband and children had resettled in the 
USA and asked her to conduct a divination. She said her husband told her to 
conduct a chicken bone divination for him because his health was not so good 
this year. She said that the divination revealed that her husband’s health 
condition would become worse. Still, she explained that even when the chicken 
bone divined that the husband’s health was not good, she still believed that it 
would be good. She totally interpreted the divination in the opposite way.

After the divinations, the celebrants brought their pair of chicken bones 
which had been pricked by two small bamboo sticks and tied them to the small 
ELue pole. The chicken bone divination is an important component in the 
practice of Kay Htoe Boe because the celebrants believe that this would guide 
their life’s direction or the well-being of the families throughout the year.

After everyone was done with the divinations, they brought home the 
dead chickens and it was now the role of the women to cook these to be used 
as food offerings to the E-Lue pole in the afternoon. For the men, they stay at 
the site and make a sacrifice and a divination from a pig, which is more complex 
than a chicken bone. It would divine the health condition and the well-being 
of the whole population and the unity of people in the Section. 
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Figure 6.11 Chicken bone divination by pricking sticks into two chicken 
bones. April, 2016 

Figure 6.12 Males conducted the chicken bone divination at Section 7 Kay 
Htoe Boe Site, April, 2016

Figure 6.13 Males conducting pig sacrifice and divination at section 7, 
April, 2016

There is actually a connection between the refugees left in the camp and 
their relatives or folks in third countries. The E-Lue Pen Je in Section 7 said 
that a young man who resettled in the USA sent a remittance as donation for 
the ritual sacrifice, particularly to buy one pig for the Section’s sacrifice ritual. 
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Significantly, the remittance was also a component of the Section’s community 
contribution from the Karenni people who had resettled in third countries. 
They wanted to maintain active connection with their folks and relatives in the 
camp in order to preserve the continuity of the annual ritual festival. For this 
year, Section 7 had two pigs: one was from the contribution of the young man 
in the USA and the other, from the community’s financial donations.

The E-Lue Pen Je said that as part of the community donations, they 
collected 100 baht from both animists and Catholic households and practitioners 
who contributed to the financial donations in the Section. The pork was mainly 
used in the sacrificed ritual as an offering to the god. After the offering, the pork 
was distributed to each of the households who gave financial donations to the 
annual festival and also to those who were unable to contribute. However, it was 
not given to the Baptist families who followed the strict rules of their religion.

Figure 6.14 Celebrants bringing chicken and food to make offerings 
around the Section 7 Kay Htoe Boe site. April, 2016

Figure 6.15 A man and his family prepare food to offer the ELue pole, 
April, 2016

Figure 6.16 Men make offerings to the E-Lue pole, April, 2016
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It was silent in the afternoon as many celebrants were tired and did not 
have enough sleep the night before, having stood by for the overnight dancing. 
Most of them rested after the men had finished the pork divination. At 1:00 
pm, every celebrant went back to the site with the chicken, pork, boiled eggs, 
and leaves. Each household had prepared food for offerings at the site. They 
put the food on the leaves and placed them around or under the E-Lue pole. 
The youth and children were excited to offer as this was the role of males. The 
women were marginalized from the ritual of offering, thus it could be said that 
a patriarchal society is still evident in the traditional practices of the Karenni 
community with the males’ monopoly of this role.

The last activity was dancing to honor the households. Around 3:00 pm, 
the musicians, cultural leaders, and the E-Lue Pen Je were ready for the dance. 
The team was led by a man who was holding the Kay Htoe Boe flag, followed by 
a group of male musicians who were beating the goblet drum and cymbals, and 
the elders who were blowing flutes. There were also the section leader, the E-Lue 
Pen Je, the section cultural leader, and the contribution collector. There were 
seven musicians who were dancing and five who were the follow-up dancers. 

Before the honoring dance group arrived at a house, two young men 
would first distribute the pork to the household. For the host family, they were 
ready to sprinkle water on the musicians and the dancers. The dance steps were 
tramping the foot in cadence with the rhythm. Hsaw Meh sprinkled the 
musicians and the dancers who were at her house, with water with soaked 
acacia leaves. After the dancing, it was the dancers’ turn to sprinkle water on 
the host family’s members. The host also gave financial donations to the collector 
who was holding a silver bowl which contained rice and candles. The contributed 
funds would be used for the next year’s festival.

The dancers went to every household in the Section including those who 
did not contribute funds to the Festival. This Festival clearly showed how the 
gathering at the Kay Htoe Boe site to support the male dance group and the 
dance honoring the households, intensified social interaction and strengthened 
the relationship between the older and younger generations, and among diverse 
ethnicities.

There are four main observations about the Kay Htoe Boe Festival. First, 
the practice of community contributions, both financial and voluntary labor 
strengthened community bond. The traditional and non-traditional relation 
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practitioners from different age groups, genders, and ethnic backgrounds 
assumed specific roles in the pole activities, such as cutting the teak pole, 
carrying the pole back to the site, and erecting the pole. Prominently, it was 
also made clear that the Kay Htoe Boe Festival is largely a male affair, especially 
the ritual activities of dancing, sacrifice, divination and offering of food; while 
the females’ role remains with the domestic work of preparing the food to be 
offered , and serving the drink and food at the Festival. The patriarchal society 
is continually maintained in the practice of Kay Htoe Boe festival. Second, the 
practical components of the festival: sacrifice rituals, divinations, dancing, and 
offering the food to E-Lue pole, are constructed as sacred spaces for the 
traditional religion practitioners. Third, the erection of the pole and the dancing 
are also constructed as social space since the non-traditional religious 
practitioners, or those recently converted to other religions, have become 
involved in the activities, support the dancing, and contribute to the labor. This 
is because the Karenni refugees who converted to other religions still perceive 
the E-Lue pole as representative of the Karenni culture and the New Year 
celebration when they erect the pole together and apologize to each other. 
Fourth, by dancing around the E-Lue pole or at the households, the refugees 
have a sense of joyfulness and rapture. The activity has also strengthened the 
unity within the sections and throughout the camp as the sections become 
involved in each other’s dancing to honor each section’ pole.

It can be concluded that the Kay Htoe Boe Festival is not merely a sacred 
space, but a social space as well. The practical components, particularly the 
dancing and the pole activities, have strengthened the sense of commonality 
and belonging to the group they were part of in the past. This ethnography 
section demonstrates that the recreating of the familiar practice of the Kay 
Htoe Boe Festival serves to recreate a sense of belonging and extends to the 
mode of articulating collective identity in the context of the displacement. This 
section has led to further examination of how the Karenni refugees recreate 
symbolic meanings in the Kay Htoe Boe Festival and how they reinvented the 
festival in the early years of the camp.

The Symbolic Meanings: Sacred Symbol and Ritual Performance

The erection of the pole, the fluttering of the flag, and the traditional 
dancing are important practical components of the Kay Htoe Boe Festival which 
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have become prominent symbols, especially the ritual pole and the flag in the 
sacred space representing traditional or Kay Htoe Boe religion. On the other 
hand, the pole is also constructed to represent the Karenni culture. The dancing 
performance is practiced as part of the offering to the god of E-Lue and 
contributes to remembering their past rapture in the village and strengthens 
the community’s unity. Thus, it could be said that, through all sacred symbols 
and the ritual performances, the Karenni refugees seek to maintain their 
traditional religion and recreate their original identity.

The E-Lue Pole

Figure 6.17 The E-Lue Pole at the Kay Htoe Boe site

The most prominent symbol in the Kay Htoe Boe Festival is the E-Lue 
pole which is a large teak pole painted with a lime solution, its top decorated with 
a star, rice grains, and a moon made with woven bamboo. Likewise, the ladder 
of the pole is made of woven bamboo. It has been said that the E-Lue pole is the 
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most important symbol that represents Karenni culture and society; so the erected 
E-Lue pole can be seen everywhere among the Karenni communities in places 
of origin, diaspora communities, and displacement areas.

In the camp which is a displacement area, there is a confined space where 
the E-Lue Pole is a notable feature. In the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp, every section 
has its own Kay Htoe Boe sites. Some sections erect the pole on the hilltops 
while others erect theirs in the middle of the sections. The erection of, and 
making of offerings to the E-Lue pole are widely practiced by the Karenni 
animists or traditional religion practitioners, especially the Kayah, Kayan, and 
Kayaw which are the majority ethnic groups. Mu Preh La explained that in the 
context of animist or traditional religion, the pole symbolizes the cane which 
connects to the E-Lue god. These animist practitioners believe that after they 
offer to the god through the E-Lue pole, they would be blessed. The Festival 
was also known as the “Rain Making Festival” because after offering and praying 
to the god, they believe that the god would bless them with rain for the 
forthcoming cultivation season.

The Karenni people traditionally practiced the erection of the E-Lue pole 
before the introduction of other religions into Karenni State. Thus, many 
Karenni refugees who convert to Christianity or other religions cannot give up 
the practice of Kay Htoe Boe. More importantly, the erection of the E-Lue pole 
is recognized as the symbol of the Karenni New Year celebration which is 
unique because it has no specific day as the public New Year. Mu Preh Law said 
that as of 2014, the practice of the erection of the E-Lue pole and the Karenni 
New Year celebration had been practiced for 2,775 years.

Hsu Mar, who converted to Christianity, said that she and her family 
remain involved in practicing the Kay Htoe Boe tradition because they see the 
erection of E-Lue pole as the most important tradition for the Karenni people 
and an event to celebrate the New Year. Mu Preh Law also said that the E-Lue 
pole represents a remarkable space where the Karenni people can dance around 
to apologize to each other and cleanse their bad past year. Thus, the E-Lue pole 
has held the Karenni people together.
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The Kay Htoe Boe Flag

 Figure 6.18 Kay Htoe Boe Flag at Section 7 Kay Htoe Boe Site, April, 2016

The colorful flag of the Kay Htoe Boe flutters at the site and symbolizes the 
ritualistic meanings of the Festival. The Kay Htoe Boe celebrants commonly 
use this flag both in Karenni State and the displacement area. The flag consists 
of three broad stripes and is attached to the E-Lue pole planted on the ground. 
The white stripe represents the purity of the villages and the villagers; the yellow 
stripe symbolizes good paddy harvest; and the blue stripe is believed to chase 
away bad spirits and illnesses, so it represents good health (Dudley, 2010). 
During the celebration of the Festival, one male holds the flag and leads the 
traditional dancing team to dance around the E-Lue pole and honor each 
household in the section or the camp.

Traditional Dancing and Instruments
During the Kay Htoe Boe Festival, the traditional dancing is a 

construction of the sense of rapture in social relations. The dancing is different 
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from the Dee Ku Festival because only males are allowed to dance around the 
E-Lue pole. Thus, it can be said that the females are more marginalized than 
in the practice in the Dee Ku Festival. The dance steps also require more 
synchronicity of foot tramping with the musicians’ need to tramp. At times 
when there are no dancers, the musicians dance and play the instruments at 
the same time. The dancing and music begin on the first day of collection. The 
rhythm of the large drumbeat is loud while the flute is played in accordance 
with the gong and drum rhythm beats.

Mu Preh Nga Reh said that the people in the section gather to support 
their folks to dance continuously during the second night of the festival. He 
said that the rhythm of the music means “tramp strongly, tramp together” and 
that the louder the volume, the better for the god to hear; showing clearly how 
the dancers are united. During the second night of the Festival, each section 
visited and danced around the Kay Htoe Boe site in the other sections. From 
observations, the Section 9 dancers danced around the Kay Htoe Boe Site in 
Section 7, thus, this dancing truly symbolizes the unity of the community and 
also integrates social relations within the sections and the camp. 

The interactions between the dancers and the hosts during the honoring 
dance create a sense of rapture. The host welcomes the dancers by sprinkling 
water with acacia on them and the dancers in turn, sprinkle water back to the 
host. Mu Preh Law said that the practice of sprinkling water during the dance 
honoring the households, means apologizing to each other as the New Year 
had come. Therefore, the traditional dancing and music in the Kay Htoe Boe 
Festival strengthen the bonds within the sections and throughout the camp.

Reinvention of the Kay Htoe Boe Festival

The Kay Htoe Boe Festival is also called the “E-Lue Festival” because the 
E-Lue pole is the most important component of the Festival. Since the erection 
of the E-Lue pole both represents a sacred space and Karenni New Year 
celebration, the Kay Htoe Boe Festival significantly uses a greater amount of 
resources than the Dee Ku Festival, particularly the teak pole which is an 
expensive wood. Additionally, the physical space allotted for erecting the pole 
should be wide or large enough for the celebrants to have space to dance and 
make offerings, and should have extra space for a pole to be added annually at 
the Kay Htoe Boe site.
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Several of the informants described how the Kay Htoe Boe Festival in 
their villages was such a great celebration and the E-Lue Pole became the most 
prominent landscape feature in the villages. The number of years of a village’s 
existence could be known from the number of poles. Mu Preh Law said that 
the pole in the camp was smaller than the one in his village. In the first year of 
the camp, the Karenni refugees were concerned that they would not be able to 
use local resources such as cutting a teak tree, as they were able to do in the 
other territory. This concern was resolved because the KNPP and the Camp 
Committee negotiated with the local Thai authorities and the Camp Commander 
and as a result, the Karenni were allowed each year, since 1994, to cut the tree 
for a pole and celebrate their festival.

In 1994-1995, only four sections in the camp celebrated their Kay Htoe 
Boe Festivals in different sites of their sections. Bo Sein Bui said that in the 
early years of the camp in 1994, the Festival was celebrated among Kayah 
traditional religion practitioners. However, he and his Shan folks also attended 
the Kay Htoe Boe Festivals whenever they were invited. He further shared that 
at that time, the Festival was seen merely as a religious or sacred space and only 
as a section, not a camp event. The festival was led by a section Kay Htoe Boe 
Festival leader (ELue Pen Je) and the section cultural leader. Each section invited 
and attended each other’s celebration, dancing and visiting at the Kay Htoe 
Boe’s sites at the nearby section or sometimes at every section that had E-Lue 
poles throughout the whole camp. It can be said that the setting of the celebration 
of the Festival in the camp was the same as in the villages.

In May and June in 1996, the second wave of refugees25 arrived at the 
camp and they were settled in new sections depending on their primary or 
original villages and kin ties. Boe Ka Nga Reh, a former Daw Kra Aww village 
headman and BMN cultural chairman said that his co-villagers, the first group 
among the second wave of refugees to arrive in the camp, had been able to 
celebrate their Kay Htoe Boe Festival and erect the E-Lue pole in their new 
settlement section in 1997. The 1996 newly-arrived Karenni refugees in the 
other sections were not able to organize and celebrate their own festivals or 
practice the traditional annual rituals in their sites. Thus, they attended the 
other sections’ festivals, particularly those in Sections 4 and 5 on the day of 

25 The second wave of refugees was largely Kayah who arrived in the camp as the result of 
being affected by the forced relocation strategy (see Chapter 3).
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erecting the E-Lue pole and individuals conducted the chicken bone divinations 
around the pole and made offerings.

Mu Preh Law said that the people in the section, especially the youth, 
realized and complained after seeing a section’s E-Lue pole’s site which was far 
from their section, that their site was too small for the celebration. Due to the 
distance between each section and different patterns of practices26 in each 
village, more sections requested the Camp Committee for permission to erect 
their own poles and by 1998, several sections began to have separate pole sites. 
Because of the increasing number of poles every year, the E-Lue compounds’ 
space in each section was expanded. This raised the concern that having different 
sites for the Kay Htoe Boe Festival might increase social distance in the camp. 
In response, the BMN Camp Cultural Committee in 1999 established public 
events, such as sports events, dancing competitions, and stage show nights to 
bring celebrants together. They also decided that each section would take turns 
annually in hosting the erection of a large pole.

So as not to disrupt the normal working days and to increase the number 
of participants, the Festival was launched and recognized as a camp public 
holiday by the Camp Committee. Thus, the various sectors in the camp such 
as teachers, medics, and NGO camp-based workers were able to participate 
and celebrate the Festival. The Karenni refugees celebrated the Festival on the 
same days which were determined by a single divination of chicken bone. The 
length of the Festival was set for four days and three nights for the entire camp.

During the Festival, the most popular and rapturous activity in each 
section was the traditional dancing because of its large scale. Some danced only 
in their nearby sections while others danced in every section or until the end 
of the camp. In the past, some sections like Section 10, regularly went to dance 
in as far as Ban Mai Nai Soi village, according to cultural leader Su Reh. They 
would walk to the village, but would hire a truck on the way back, They spent 
the funds from the contributions received from the host houses that welcomed 
the dancing group, especially the KNPP leaders’ houses. This illustrates how 
in the past years, Karenni refugees sought to maintain the connection with 
their folks or the KNPP in the local Thai village. Apart from this, the Kay Htoe 
Boe Festival was mobilized as a sacred network. From 1999-2012, Karenni 

26 Inside Karenni State, the top of the E-Lue pole was decorated in different styles or designs 
in each village or township.
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refugees had a network with the Kayah and Kayan villages in Mae Hong Son 
Province through exchange visits. Since 2013, the sacred network of the Festival 
helped Karenni refugees create connections with Karenni State.

For the Grand Festival, a large pole was erected in the host section. The 
youth, section cultural leaders, and the section Kay Htoe Boe festival leader 
(ELue Pen Je) encouraged their people to attend and help the host section. The 
Grand Festival in the camp was visited annually by the Kayah and Kayan 
communities in Mae Hong Son Province. Organizing the Grand Festival was 
a great concern due to the high cost of the tree and the annual funding 
requirements of the camp, thus the Camp Committee and the Karenni Cultural 
Committee rescheduled the entire camp’s combined event. Starting 2014, it 
was held once every three years instead of once a year. The Kay Htoe Boe Grand 
Festival’s holding changed from a section a year to a section in every three 
years. Thus in 2016, there was no Grand Festival.

The Committees Negotiate for the Right to Access Local 
Resources and Support

The BMN CCC as the organizer of the Kay Htoe Boe festival negotiates 
for resources and space mobilizes the sacred network. The sacred space in the 
Festival requires a large area for ritual activities, erection of the pole, and related 
necessary resources, especially the teak and sacrificial animals. In this regard, 
the Camp Cultural Committee has actively negotiated with humanitarian 
organizations for their support, and with the Thai authorities and Forestry 
authorities for the right and space for the ritual practice.

In 1997, the celebration of the Kay Htoe Boe expanded in each section 
with more poles erected, a greater use of local resources such as the teak, and the 
expansion of the forest area for ritual space. This caused concern to the hosting 
Thai authorities. In response, the Camp Committee did not allow any more 
sections to create their Kay Htoe Boe site which violated the Thai forestry laws 
and camp regulations on the restriction of movement. The traditional leaders in 
each section and the former Kay Jars who resettled in the same section with their 
own folks from the same villages, requested the Camp Committee to negotiate 
with the Thai Mueang District Governor. Twice the Camp Committee sent official 
letters to the Thai Mueang District Governor about the Kay Htoe Boe Festival to 
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explain the reason for its celebration which was clearly identified as the continuity 
of religious practice, but the request was not approved.

Mu Preh Law said that after sending official letters to the Thai authorities 
in 1998, the District Governor and other local Thai authorities came to observe 
the Kay Htoe Boe Festival in Section 5. The former Kay Jar and the Camp 
Committee explained and reasoned to the Thai authorities the purpose and 
the importance of the religious festival which the Karenni refugees had been 
practicing ever since their pre-displacement life. They also explained the 
difficulty of the small space in each section to share as same site of the Kay 
Htoe Boe Festival where large numbers of celebrants gather. The Thai hosting 
authorities began to have a better understanding of the Karenni refugee’s 
situation and how they deal with their trauma of forced migration through the 
practice of religion.

However, accessing local resources was still regulated and the number 
and type of trees to be cut had to be reported to the Thai local authorities. The 
key actors in the camp, particularly the former Kay Jar who was involved in 
the BMN CCC and the Camp Committee, had a crucial role in negotiating 
with the local Thai authorities, asserting their right to practice their religion 
and access to the local resources.

In getting support, the BMN CCC and the Camp Committee negotiated 
with NGOs in the monthly Camp Coordination Meeting. Every NGO working 
in the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp received the same proposal from the BMN CCC 
and considered how and how much they would donate. Khu Ei Reh said that 
each NGO’s support depended on the availability of their budget. The annual 
negotiation and funding proposals of the Camp Committee and the BMN CCC 
to the NGOs were always successful.

The Role of Traditional Leaders

The section key actors are busiest with the role of organizing and leading 
the rituals, especially the grand celebration of the E-Lue Festival. This section 
examines the role of the key actors, how they lead, how they are involved and 
work with the BMN CCC to integrate the Kay Htoe Boe Festival.
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Section Cultural Leader
Since the celebration of the annual Kay Htoe Boe Festival requires more 

resources and is more complicated than the Dee Ku Festival, the role of section 
cultural leader in this Festival is much greater in each section.

As as one of those leading the festival, the section cultural leaders collect 
financial donations and allocate funds for the sacrifice ritual at the Kay Htoe 
Boe section site and for the food and the drins, especially the rice wine. Section 
10 cultural leader Su Reh said that the section collected financial donations 
from Kay Htoe Boe religion practitioners’ households participating in the 
sacrifice ritual. Community contribution is also in the form of volunteer labor. 
Su Reh added that labor as contribution was also given by non- practitioners. 
The section cultural leader works closely with the section Kay Htoe Boe Festival 
leader (E-Lue Pen Je) in gathering the residents for the necessary volunteer 
labor to cut, carry, and carve the tree, The females provide food, drinks, and 
water to the male laborers carrying the pole back to the Kay Htoe Boe site on 
the first day. Like their role in the Dee Ku Festival, the section cultural leaders 
also lead the youth traditional dancers in dancing to honor the households in 
the section, other sections, or even the Karenni communities in the local Thai 
village. The section cultural leaders also work with the BMN CCC to organize 
the Grand Festival which has recently been held every three years.

In the Grand Festival, Section 7 cultural leader Nga Reh said that when 
they organized the camp Grand Festival in the past years, he gathered his youth 
and people to participate and help the section cultural leaders in the preparation. 
The male youth participated in dancing around the pole while the females 
helped to prepare the food and the drink, and serve them to the guests and the 
dancers. The integration of the people from different sections strengthened the 
practice of community contributions in the form of labor and community 
bonds. The prominent role of the section cultural leader is clearly seen as the 
one who integrates the practice of community contributions into the section’s 
celebration of the camp communal festival.

Section Kay Htoe Boe Festival Leader (E-Lue Pe Je)
Contrary to the practice of offering in the Dee Ku Festival, the Kay Htoe 

Boe rituals have offerings of dancing and food to the god of E-Lue or the male 
god. The E-Lue Festival leader’s role is busier and is more involved in public 
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events such as gathering the section residents to participate in the work of 
cutting, decorating, and erecting the E-Lue pole; gathering the section residents 
to dance around the E-Lue pole; and supporting the dancing activity around 
the Kay Htoe Boe site.

Several of the E-Lue Pe Je said that during the Festival, they are very busy 
leading the ritual activities, especially gathering and leading the section residents 
to cut the trees and carry the poles back the Kay Htoe Boe site. Beh Reh, 47-year 
old Section 18 E-Lue Pe Je, explained the process of leading the team. He chooses 
the kind of tree for the pole and the first one to begin cutting the tree; the team 
helps him cut the rest of it. Before going to the forest, the E-Lue Pe Je ensures 
that the number of section male residents is enough to cut the pole. More 
importantly, the E-Lue Pe Je also takes the role in conducting the chicken bone 
divination to ask what kind of pole the section needs to erect or just redecorate 
and repair an old pole; and whether to repair or build a new platform. This needs 
to be done before they leave to cut and carve the teak tree for E-Lue pole.

On collection day, E-Lue Pe Je offers the food at the platform. Back in 
the villages, the E-Lue Pe Je would stay overnight at the platform which was 
built for only one person to stay during the three nights of the Festival. In the 
camp, this is not observed because the platform is too small for a man to stay. 
However, the Section 7 E-Lue Pe Je, Pleh Reh said that during the Kay Htoe 
Boe Festival, he always stays on the platform overnight because his section’s 
platform was built as large as the one in the village.

Besides offering food at the platform, the E-Lue Pe Je also leads the food 
offering around the pole’s site during erection day. He also gathers the males 
to participate in the divination of the sacrificial pig because male labor is needed 
to slice the pork. For the divination process, he, together with other respected 
elders, leads the divination. The most tiring work is staying awake until the 
morning, supporting the dancing group, and accompanying them to honor the 
houses in the section or nearby sections.

Kler Reh, Section 10’s E-Lue Pe Je inherited this role from his older 
brother-in- law, who was the E-Lue Pe Je for fifteen years. He said that during 
the festival, many other section dancers came to perform the honoring dances 
to his house, so he had to make financial donations to each dancing group. As 
the E-Lue Pe Je, many people came to dance at his house and the other sections’ 
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E-Lue Pe Je experienced the same. He said being the E-Lue Pe Je meant that 
he has more tasks than others.

The E-Lue Pe Je also leads the section celebrants in participating in the 
Grand Festival which incorporates the section festivals in the camp. The Section 
7 E-Lue Pe Je said that when their Section was the host for the Grand Kay Htoe 
Boe Festival, his role was burdensome compared to the Festival in his own 
section because, in the Grand Festival, there were many food preparations that 
he had to lead. At the Grand Festival, other sections’ E-Lue Pe Je helped to 
facilitate by informing the residents to gather and participate in the labor work. 

The Kay Htoe Boe Festival’s greater public sphere compels the E-Lue Pe 
Je to work with broader community actors such as the section leaders and the 
BMN Cultural Committee. The various roles of the E-Lue Pe Je in the Festival 
require him to have precise knowledge and skills in leading the rituals; have 
sufficient patience to gather the people to participate in the community; lead 
the practice in the section; and in some years, be involved in the camp’s Kay 
Htoe Boe Grand Festival.

The Camp Youth Group

As part of celebrating the Kay Htoe Boe Grand Festival, the camp’s youth 
take significant roles. In helping the BMN Cultural Committee, they arrange 
the agenda of the Grand Festival and contribute their labor in preparing and 
serving the food and drinks to guests, and welcoming people especially the 
KNPP and Thai authorities. Since the camp youth group was just recently 
formed in 2016, they have not yet taken these roles. Instead, they had a chance 
to accompany the BMN Cultural Committee to attend the Kay Htoe Boe Festival 
in a village inside the Karenni State. Bu Meh, an 18 year-old girl who is the 
group leader said that when they attended the Grand Festival in April 2016, 
they contributed their labor, particularly the male dancing around the pole, 
and the female preparing the food. They also participated in the dancing 
competition. Certainly, the role of the camp’s youth group is important since 
they help the BMN Cultural Committee in organizing the Grand Festival and 
taking a lead in demonstrating examples of the practices, especially dancing 
to the other youth in the camp.
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Youth Traditional Dancers

With the annual Kay Htoe Boe Festival being primarily a male affair, 
females remain marginalized in the ritual process, as with the dancing around 
the Kay Htoe Boe site which is done only by males. They dance around the 
E-Lue pole during the Festival and also dance to honor each household in their 
section and other sections. Su Reh, Section 10 cultural leader said that the 
traditional dancers represent the section in dancing around the E-Lue at the 
other sections’ Kay Htoe Boe site where they stay, dance, and support the 
dancing during the last night of the Festival. Prominently, the youth traditional 
dancers engage in preserving the traditional dance of the Kay Htoe Boe festival.

The Sacred Network

As the Kay Htoe Boe Festival is traditionally observed within a religious 
context, the Karenni refugees who are the Kay Htoe Boe religious practitioners, 
seek to maintain and preserve their religious practices and mobilize a sacred 
network of Kay Htoe Boe. In doing this, they have created a sacred network 
with the Kayah and Kayan villages in Mae Hong Son Province.

In 1999, the Karenni Cultural Committee began to lead the Ban Mai Nai 
Soi community to visit other Karenni communities’ annual Kay Htoe Boe 
Festivals in the Kayan and Kayah villages in Mae Hong Son Province. The 
Karenni refugees created networks in the Kayah-Thai villages of Mai Sa Pen, 
Doi Sang, Huay Suer-Tao, and Huay Pheung; and the Kayan villages of Huay 
Phu Kae and Huay Suer-Tao. Some of the villages, particularly Huay Suer-Tao 
and Huay Pheung are comprised of the Kayah ethnic groups which migrated 
to Mae Hong Son Province before the demarcation of the border and the pre-
modern state era (field study in Huay Suer Tao village, 2015). Other communities 
such as the Kayan and the Kayaw in Huay Phu Kae and Huay Suer -Tao villages 
were set up as tourist villages in Mae Hong Son Province in the same year when 
the first wave of Karenni refugees came to the camp. The sacred network was 
mobilized through the practice of exchange visits among the communities.

In regard to the sacred network, Mu Preh Law said that the communities 
support each community’s festival, such as the overnight dancing around Kay 
Htoe Boe site and participating in sports events. Those communities had become 
involved in preserving the continuity of the celebration and the practice of 
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dancing around the Kay Htoe Boe Festival. With this, they established a 
committee, had an annual meeting, and discussed which village would be the 
appropriate host, as well as plan and prepare for the yearly Kay Htoe Boe Festival. 
Since 1999-2010, youth from each section’s group always accompanied the 
Karenni cultural group to attend the other communities’ annual Festival. The 
communities became close in a way that they have a shared sense of belonging 
to the same religious community and a common tradition. Yet, the exchange 
visits do not last long as the Karennni refugees’ right of movement is restricted. 
Mu Preh Law explained the reason for the discontinuity of the Karenni visiting 
the Kayah and Kayah Festivals.

In past years, the movement was not restricted and refugees 
could visit other communities and the negotiations with Thai 
authorities were not difficult as now. They always understood 
our practice of religion and allowed us to visit other 
communities with two or three rented trucks. Now the security 
along the border has tightened and the refugees’ movement 
is restricted. However, this is not the only reason why we could 
not continue visiting other communities. We did not have 
enough funds as in past years, so we were not able to organize 
the visits. Therefore, the Karenni refugees have not been able 
to visit far from the camp and the Kay Htoe Boe network with 
the Karenni community in Thailand has not been active since 
2010. (Mu Preh Law, March, 2016)

Sadly, creating networks with the other communities in Thailand did 
not last long because of two factors: one was the restriction on the refugees’ 
travel movements and the tightened security along the border; and the second 
was the difficulty of funding. As result, the Karenni refugees had little or no 
chance to attend the other communities’ festivals after 2010. However, the 
Kayah and Kayan communities in Mae Hong Son Province have continually 
attended the Kay Htoe Boe Festival in the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp.

The sacred space became active again along the border with the re-
opening of the border of Karenni State in 2013. The BMN Cultural Committees 
sought ways to create and mobilize their networking with the Karenni Cultural 
Department inside the Karenni State. Khu Poe Reh described that the BMN 
Cultural Committee was able to attend the Kay Htoe Boe Festival in Boe Poe 
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Daw village which was a host in April 2016.This trip included the members of 
the BMN Cultural Committee, the camp youth group, some section cultural 
leaders, and section youth members. For the visit, the BMN Cultural Committee 
and the youth participated in the dancing and helped the host to organize the 
Festival. Furthermore, Khu Poe Reh said that they met with the Karenni Cultural 
Department in Karenni State and agreed to work together for the preservation 
of Karenni traditional practices and the continuity of annual Festival exchange 
visits.

After visiting and participating in the Kay Htoe Boe Festival inside 
Karenni State, three cultural masters from the cultural group in Karenni State 
were invited by the BMN Cultural Committee to come to the camp to provide 
a cultural and traditional knowledge training, They came to the camp in April 
2016 and provided that training. Thus, the Kay Htoe Boe network enabled 
those communities to share the space of knowledge. In essence, because the 
Karenni refugees have developed relationships with other communities and 
networks with Karenni communities in Thailand and Karenni State, the Ban 
Mai Nai Soi Camp as isolated community, has been reconnected with the other 
Karenni communities in forging their traditional religious identity, and the 
religious community is continually constructed and maintained.

Conclusion

The Kay Htoe Boe Festival serves as a social space which connects the 
past to the present. Significantly, the recreating of familiar practices in Kay 
Htoe Boe Festival helps Karenni refugees to recreate sense of belonging to the 
religion or the sub-Karenni group. In the ethnographic study of Kay Htoe Boe 
Festival, it clearly illustrates how the celebrants, especially Kayah traditional 
or Kay Htoe Boe religion practitioners conduct the practice of offering and 
animal sacrifice for the well-being of household, sections, or even individuals 
on the day of the pole erection. Obviously, the Festival is recreated as sacred 
space, but it is also celebrated as Karenni New Year as the erection of the pole 
has been traditionally practiced by Kayah populations in Karenni state since 
ancient time. For the Kayah households that converted to other religions, they 
remain involved in celebrating the festival. This allows Kareni refugees to 
recreate a sense of belonging to a group that they were part of in the past, 
especially as Kayah.
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In the context of sacred space, the BMN CCC has worked hard to develop 
and mobilize a sacred network of Kay Htoe Boe with the Kayah and Kayan 
villages in Mae Hong Son Province in the past years. In recent years, it has 
created a network with Karenni communities inside Karenni State through 
exchange visits and knowledge sharing. Moreover, the rituals in sacred spaces 
also strengthen the sense of commonality in the camp as the people become 
involved in the Festival through their contribution of financial donations and 
volunteer labor such as cutting, carving, and carrying the pole back to the site. 
In the preservation of the practice of the Kay Htoe Boe Festival, the BMN CCC 
and the Camp Committee actively negotiate with the Thai authorities and the 
NGOs for the resources, the right to access sacred space, and support.

Since the Kay Htoe Boe Festival is largely celebrated by both Kayah 
traditional and non-traditional religion practitioners, the grand festival has 
been set up as space to articulate Karenni identity. As to the grand festival, it 
does not constitute the sense of collective identity as Karenni, rather, the 
celebrants’ awareness of their identity as Kayah. Most of them described the 
practice of Kay Htoe Boe as belonging to Kayah or Kay Htoe Boe religion. 
Particularly, they called themselves E-Lue Phu. Thus, the identity of traditional 
religion and Kayah are clearly seen in the Kay Htoe Boe Festival. The rituals 
and the erection of the pole which are components of the Kay Htoe Boe Festival 
can be understood as the refugees’ desire to strengthen community bonds, 
remember their past rapture, and feel their home in the displacement. The 
refugees work hard to recreate their world in the displacement.
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Chapter 7

Conclusions and Discussions

The group of Karenni refugees living in the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp seeks 
to maintain the continuity of three communal events: Karenni National Day, 
Dee Ku and Kay Htoe Boe annual ritual festivals. The spaces of identities and 
their relation to the three communal events were established and despite the 
insecurity, restrictions, and uncertainty of the displacement circumstance, the 
Karenni refugees work hard in carrying out events that create spaces of identities. 
These spaces help them maintain connectedness with the past and within a 
broader context, are used as a means to articulate and assert in negotiations, 
the Karenni identity. This study connects refugee studies to broader concepts 
in social science and the concept of space of identity, agency, and community 
as a process were applied. 

Literature on the studies of refugee communities in a Thailand context 
has recently paid attention to the notion of the sense of belonging and place 
which the refugees seek to replicate home or emplace themselves in a new 
settlement by recreating rituals or familiar practices in religion. In examining 
the role of religion in the emplacement process, a study demonstrated that the 
familiar Buddhist practices help the self-settled Karen refugees to reconstitute 
a sense of belonging in a new home and reproduce locality (Prasert, 2013). 
Similarly, the recreation and continuation of the element of pre-displacement 
past life, material forms, everyday practices, rituals, and festivals serve, in a 
way, to maintain a sense of continuity with the past in which Karenni refugees 
work hard to recreate themselves and a sense of being at home in the 
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displacement (Dudley, 2010). Clearly, these two studies illuminated the notion 
of “place-making” which focuses on how the refugees recreate a meaning of 
place and the elements of past life, such as making things, rituals, and everyday 
practices, to create a sense of familiarity or turning place in the displacement 
to home.

While the work of Dudley about the Karenni refugee community 
inadequately examines the ritual or sacred space and its relation to refugees’ 
identities, this research observes that the three communal events are created 
as a space of identities. Significantly, the space of identities is socially constructed 
in notable physical spaces which are imbued with the symbolic meanings of 
materials, ritual and sacred objects and performances, both in political and 
traditional contexts and intensified by social relations within the community. 
This study demonstrates that, through the three communal events, the Karenni 
refugees are able to overcome the circumstances of confinement in a way in 
which they engender sense of belonging.

Instead of viewing the refugee as a passive actor or helpless victim, the 
work of Dudley and Prasert reveal that, as part of the place-making process, 
the refugees engage as active agents in recreating the sense of being at home 
or maintaining the continuity with the past. The study focuses on how the 
Karenni refugees develop their agency where they reconstruct their identities 
and recreate their own sense of community through the three communal events. 
The concept of agency is applied to key community actors who actively engage 
in leading, organizing, and negotiating for the continuity of the three communal 
events despite the circumstance of confinement. This research has seen the 
validity of the concept of agency described by Giddens: the structure does not 
always place constraint on an individual’s action, but often it allows agents to 
act independently from what they have been limited. In this sense, considering 
the refugees as a group constrained by the structure of highly-regulated 
restrictions imposed by the Thai hosting authorities, they resist the power of 
the authority which also allows them to resist the power in the structure.

Drawing upon the concept of community, this study moves beyond the 
traditional concept of community as structure. Rather, it suggests that 
community in the camp can be also illuminated by the concept of community 
as a process which is a new inventing concept. The imagining community which 
is embedded in the conception of community as a process, compels the 
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conception of imagined community. In this sense, the imagining community 
pays attention to the marginalized places at local or border space rather than 
at nation space (Tanabe, 2008). Approaching Tanabe’s notion of community as 
a process, community is defined as the way that people imagine and create 
their own sense of community, knowledge, and identity. In the light of the 
power of the nation-state and its homogenizing process, the concept of 
community as a process pays attention to the struggle and resistance of the 
marginalized communities in reference to the local population, ethnic 
minorities, and displaced people. The concept is also concerned with the 
population at the borders, particularly the ethnic minorities and the displaced 
people who are “forced to be marginalized in the nation space” (Tanabe: pp7). 
Intrinsically, the concept informs the process in a way in which the people seek 
to recreate or re-identify themselves to engender their existence in a national 
discourse. In this regard, the refugee camp, as a community at the border 
struggles in recreating and re-identifying their collective identity, and 
illuminates the concept of community as a process. Thus, the community in 
the Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp characterizes a community as a process, apart from 
its well-designed community as a structure.

Like the other refugee camps along the Thai-Myanmar border, the Ban 
Mai Nai Soi Camp has a self-administrative system with rules and regulations 
that are well-constructed and commonly shared by the community. The Camp 
is not merely a refuge where people seek protection and settle down, but it is 
also a community that is involved in the process of making a place meaningful. 
The Camp is one of the Karenni refugee communities, comprised of a diverse 
population with ethno-linguistic backgrounds, traditions, and culture. In this 
sense, it is questionable how people from different ethno-linguistic groups 
collectively come to identify themselves as Karenni and share the sense of 
community in the displacement area.

Undoubtedly, the forced displacement has caused the refugees to share 
a sense of togetherness which is constructed by the sense of being displaced 
by the same cause and struggle in the same uncertain circumstances in the 
displacement. Furthermore, it also creates social relations among the various 
sub-groups who previously were rarely in contact with each other back in their 
pre-displacement life. For instance, various Karenni sub-groups come together 
to interact through daily contact in the camp. Aside from the forced displacement 
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moment, the study clearly informs that the community is also constructed by 
the continuity of practices.

The three communal events are constructive practices, produced or 
reproduced to intensify the social interactions in the community. The context 
and meanings of the three communal events are differently constructed. Firstly, 
the Karenni National Day as a commemorative occasion is definitely within a 
political context as it was invented by the KNPP in the attempt to formulate 
the Karenni nationalist identity and raise the consciousness and awareness of 
nationalism, especially among the younger generation. It is constructed on the 
meaning of remembering and imagining the homeland and reconnects the 
Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp with Karenni State and the Karenni communities abroad.

Secondly, the Dee Ku Festival which is within a traditional context, is 
recreated by the Karenni sub-groups of Kayah and Kayaw that share common 
traditions. The event has greatly contributed to the sense of remembering and 
imagining the past rapture and life as subsistence farmers. The ritual festival 
greatly helps the Karenni refugees to recreate their pre-displacement way of 
life and their ethnic identity.

Thirdly, like the Dee Ku Festival, the Kay Htoe Boe Festival is largely 
recreated by the Kayah and Kayan population. The festival has contributed to 
the meaning of continuity of the practice of the traditional religion and the 
original identity. In such a way, the Kay Htoe Boe Festival allows the Karenni 
refugees to maintain the connectedness with the past and mobilize the sacred 
network with the Karenni communities in broader contexts.

In examining the space of identities and its relation to the three communal 
events, this study discloses three major findings. First, that despite the 
confinement circumstance where the Karenni refugees are recognized by neither 
the host country nor the country of origin, they continually created two spaces 
of identities through the three communal events.

The Karenni nationalist identity is constructed through the Karenni 
National Day event. Students or younger generation continually participate 
and engage in the celebration of the event which was invented by the KNPP to 
formulate and raise the awareness of the Karenni identity. In doing this, the 
KNPP has utilized the role of formal schooling in formulating the Karenni 
nationalist identity by teaching the history of Karenni independence, the 
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practice of the school assembly, and the singing of the national anthem. All 
these school practices have become important practical components in the 
agenda of the Karenni National Day and the students are the central participants 
to the event, while the Camp Committee and the CBOs actively engage in 
organizing the celebration.

Simultaneously, the ethnic identity is also created through the two annual 
ritual festivals of Dee Ku and Kay Htoe Boe. In recreating sense of belonging, 
the Karenni refugees work hard to maintain their familiar traditional practices 
in the two annual ritual festivals by recreating sacred symbols, rituals, and 
dancing performances which they traditionally practiced in the past. In the 
Dee Ku Festival, the Karenni refugees recreate the practice of making the Dee 
Ku parcel, rituals, and dancing performances to remember their past life. 
Similarity, through the Kay Htoe Boe Festival, the Karenni refugees continually 
erect the pole and perform traditional religious ceremonies and dancing to 
continue their sacred space in a new spatial context, maintain the practices of 
the religious tradition, and reconstitute the sense of belonging that they were 
part of in the past.

Secondly, the research reveals that key community actors - the Camp 
Committee, the BMN Camp Cultural Committee, the Karenni National Day 
Committee, and the traditional leaders, continually engage as active agents 
who lead the process of organizing the events and negotiating for the continuity 
of the events which help the Karenni refugees to connect broader communities. 
In celebrating the Karenni National Day, the Camp Committee and the Karenni 
National Day Committee negotiate with the host state for the right to celebrate 
and maintain the connectedness with Karenni State as they did in organizing 
the Karenni National Day in 2014 in Karenni State. Similarly, the BMN Camp 
Cultural Committee, the Camp Committee, and the traditional leaders 
continually work hard to preserve the familiar practices in the two annual ritual 
festivals by negotiating for financial support from the NGOs and the right for 
movement and space from the local Thai authorities. More than that, the BMN 
Camp Cultural Committee mobilizes the sacred network of the Kay Htoe Boe 
Festival with the Kayah and Kayan communities in Thailand’s Mae Hong Son 
Province and lately in Karenni State through exchange visits. Thus, it can be 
said that a web of connection is developed through the sacred network of the 
Kay Htoe Boe Festival.



142

SPACE-MAKING OF KARENNI REFUGEE IDENTITY

Thirdly, the study reveals that not all three communal events constitute 
the sense of collective identity as Karenni, particularly the two annual ritual 
festivals of Dee Ku and Kay Htoe Boe. Rather, the festivals serve as a space 
which Karenni refugees seek to recreate sense of belonging to a religious group 
or group they were part of in the past. This is because rituals in the Dee Ku and 
Kay Htoe Boe Festival are conducted for the well-being of household and 
individuals. Thus, the grand festivals which are supported by KNPP nationalist 
sentiment do not make Karenni refugees identify or aware of Karenni identity. 
However, the three communal events have brought Karenni refugees from 
different ethnic backgrounds to be involved, interact, and relatively construct 
a community.

This study contributes to an understanding of the phenomenon of the 
space-making of identities within the context of the refugee camp which is 
rarely discussed in relevant refugee studies. Thus, focusing on the topic of 
identities is difficult, especially among the Karenni group which is more complex 
in terms of history, traditions, ethno-languages, religions, culture, and political 
awareness. Thus, it is complicated to analyze in which way and how the Karenni 
refugees perceive themselves in the displacement camp where they are uncertain 
about where to belong in the future. It is still questionable whether the Karenni 
identity which is constructed in the camp, will be temporary or a continued 
one when they return to their home of origin.
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Space-making  
of Karenni Refugee 
Identity 
A Case Study of Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp

Kultida Niwitkulnipa

This study focuses on Karenni refugees living in Ban Mai Nai Soi Camp (BMN) 
in Mae Hong Son Province of Thailand and how they have created space for 
identity through rituals and practices of three communal annual ritual festivals 
namely, Karenni National Day (KND), Dee Ku, and Kay Htoe Boe. The 
ethnographic fieldwork explores how Karenni refugees seek to maintain the 
continuity of these communal events.

This research analyzes how Karenni refugees continually engage as actors to 
create space of identity and community through communal events. Despite 
their confinement—where Karenni refugees are not recognized by neither host 
country nor country of origin—Karenni refugees continually create spaces of 
nationalist and ethnic identity. In articulating their sense of belonging, Karenni 
refugees work hard to maintain traditional practices by recreating sacred 
symbols, rituals, and dancing performances which they traditionally practiced 
in the past.
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