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Most women are natural weavers of stories, not only those who have the good fortune to
be published, but all those who perpetuate the oral traditmathers, grandmothers, and
greatgrandmothers who share their secrets while stirring soup, sowing belagnding
fishing nets. They record the truths of histonyot the struggles for power or the vanity

of emperors, but the pains and hopes of everyday lgabel Allende

To the weavers
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ABSTRACT

Despite a thirty year protracted refugee situation in Thailand, little data exists
regarding the traditional weaving of the Karen refugee women from Burma. Through
semistructured interviews, participant observation and photography, this study explores
themeaning of weaving for Karen refugee women as they transition from their villages in
Burma to Thai refugee camps and eventually into resettlement in Canada. The analysis
stresses the importance of context in the formation of meaning and purpose from
weaving. The findings suggest interdependency between weaver, the weaving and
context. As the weavers leave Burma, the purpose for weaving is transitioned from the
making of clothing for community belonging, ssliifficiency, and cultural identification,
into ameans of generating income and filling time in Thailand. Third country
resettlementontinueghe story of weaving further stibuggestingliminished purpose
and meaning, leaving the future of Karen weaving uncertain in Canada.
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CHAPTER 1
PART 1. INTRODUCTION

In this study lemploycritical feminist ehnographic qualitative researtth
explorethe practice of weaving in the lives of Kanefugeewomen inBurma, Thailand
and Canadal hrough the methods of sesiructured interviews, participant observation
and photographiydocumenthe role ofweaving in the social, economimplitical and
culturalactivities of Karen womeweavers. explore the meaning of weaving from the
perspectivesf theKaren women weaveendconnectheir weaving to the social
contexts in which it taésplace.In constucting this qualitative studiyom tenets of
multiple digiplines including gender studies, anthropology, international development
visual studiesind social work, | attempt to provide the reader with rich, detailed and
contextualized data situated iretramework of social justicé have drawn on methods
from various methodologies, including ethnographic field notes and visual imagery
through photographyyith the hopes of engagirige reader throughout the following 7
chapters.

PART 2. OVERVIEW

| fir st learned about Burma in 2006. It was at a small event when a speaker began
to talk about her experience working with journalists on the-Bo@ama border forced to
work in secrecy because of the oppression in their country. | listened to her talkh@bout t
human rights violations committed by the military junta of Burma that had led to the
protracted refugee situation in Thailand. This was just months before the first group of
Karen refugees were resettled in Regina. Shortly after this event, | tookvihdRegina
Open Door Society Inc., a local immigrant and refugee settlement agency. It was in this

position that | came to learn about the Karen people. As a social wionkas,



completing settlement assessments with all families in their first yeaseitlement, and

as a result | had the opportunity to meet many of the Karen people making Regina their
new homel was immediately taken with the kindness, strength and generosity exhibited
by so many of the people | met. It was at this time that Il@@gan to learn about the
weaving of the Karen women. | was instantly interested in supporting a small group of
women endeavoring to market their products in Canada. That summer | drove my car on
prairie roads packed with weaving and women trying to seit ttandmade products at

small town Saskatchewan craft sales.

From my experience of meeting and working with the Karen people in Regina, |
knew entering my master of social work studies that | wanted to use my field placement
as an opportunity to visit refugee camps in Thailand and understand firsthand the pre
resettement situation for the refugees from Burma. | also decided that | wanted to
explore and highlight the weaving of the Karen women for my thesis Wwoykn
September to December 2Q1had the opportunity to work ifhailand at th&an Mai
Nai Soi refugeeamp in fulfilment of mygraduatdield placement. Additionally | was
able to visit Ma La refugee camp and Umpiem Mai refugee camp for the poipos
completng research for this project.

My time working in the refugee camps in Thailand only strengitieny resolve
that the stories of the Karen people need to be told and due to the suppression of
journalism and free speeaihBurma require the support of allies keelptell them. The
human rights violations in Burma, the undisclosed number of polgrcsdners, the
ethnic villagers living irconstant fear and movement in internally displaced person (IDP)

camps and the protracted refugee situation in Thailand are all in needeaised



attention and action. Despite recesfiorms by Burmese presidefiiein Seinincluding
electoralimprovementthe situation for millions of people in Burma remains precarious.
Andyetl di dndét want to write a story of only
raise awareness to the horrors occurring inside Burma, | wanted to ensure that the

strength, kindness and beauty of the people were priesepposdhe pain and suffering

inflicted by the military junta. In speaking with the women, the ideas of creation and

beauty were so evident when they spoke about their weaving, that | wanted to ensure that
my project not only spoke to the struggles but highlighted the resiliency te et

recreate for beauty, pleasure and love.

Subsequently, | have chosen to include photography as part of the ethnographic
component of this research for three reasons. Firstly, | chose to use photos of the
womenos weavi ng bec aintereewéd tovenjoytheirdvork danee wo me n
stories in the document. For many of the women | interviewed, the opportunity to attend
school has never been an option, and as such many of the women are unable to read or
write in not only English, but also Karen. Byluding photos, | hope the women will be
able to understand the story | have written, without the need for words. | hope they are
able to explore my interpretation of their stories through the photos | took of their
weaving and their communities. Secondlg so many women talked about weaving as a
means to create beauty, | felt compelled t
researcher to become part of the fidoingo a
becomes an important part of thgess (Riley, 2008). | unfortunately cannot weave. |
considered attempting to learn during the research period in order to add my own

experiences of weaving but | inevitably decided that learning to weave was not my focus,



and | didnot wiadidtrachirpm therstoriepaf thecnerses | interviewed.
Instead | decided to photograph the weaving of the women, both products that are
finished, the contexts in which the weaving happens and in some cases the women
actually weaving. | am also not aqibgrapher, but | felt that in taking photos, | was
participating in the creation of something for the purpose of adding beauty. | believe the
photos, although not of any exceptional quality, add to the beauty, depth and context of a
traditional documentansisting of simply words and paper. Lastly, the use of non
traditional writing techniques, can give the voices of women, often silenced in traditional
discourse, the space to tell different stories in experimental ways (Ball, 1999). | hope that
in choosim to use the method of photographyhis research, | have helped to make
visible what is oftemenderednvisible in dominantiscourse (Ball, 1999).

In an attempt taincoverfurtherthe often invisible stories of refugee women, |
decided to use a femalgerpreter in conducting all ten interviews. Although
interviewing with an interpreter can, at times, be quite challenging, | felt strongly that |
wanted to ensure that the voices of women had equal opportunity to be heard, and not
only those who couldpeak English. | felt this was especially important for the women
living in Canada, as being in a new country with new languages often leaves many
i mmi grant and refugee women silenced. It
have been relayed thrgh interpreters and hauvay nature of the work, been translated
through the interpreters own social and cultural lens. The exact influence of the
interpreter on the story cannot be known, but because of the inevitability of this, | wanted
to ensure thatie story was shared through a female lens and as a result used only Karen

refugee women as interpreters.



Although there are many names for the country: the Union of Myanmar;
Myanmar; Burma; | have chosen to use Burma in writing this document. The Regublic
Burma is the name that was chosen for the country after gaining independence from
Great Britain in 1948 (Lehan, 2007). In 1974, as a result of the military coup in 1962, the
countryos name Socalst Repuldinogteed)nian @f Burifeehan,

2007). In 1988, after failed prdemocracy protests, the military dictatorship changed the
count r y Ocsaganatartiee Union of Myanmar (Lehan, 2007). While the United
Nations accepts this as the official name of the country, many other countrieding
Canada, do not (Lehan, 2007; Phan & Lewis, 2009). In addition, many ethnic groups
within Burma do not recognize the name change (Phan & Lewis, 2009). In solidarity with
the resistance against the military junta, | will use Burma to name tinérgad origin of

the Karen people.

In theremaining chaptersf this studythe reader will finda discussion athe
phenomena of Karen weaving in the contexts of persecution, displacement and
resettlement. Chapter 2, Where We Were, Where Wephogjdesan overview othe
Karenpeoplein various stages of migration the contexts of Burma, Thailand and
Canada. | have includedy ownethnographic field noteend photographat the end of
eachsectionof this chapter tdoth place my experience in theeasch angrovide the
reader witha broader contextualnderstanding of thieleas | speak abothlroughout the
chapterThe chapter, | t 6 s Biscusses theireagphsbesetwe en The
exploreweaving as a means of storytelling in feminist reseavith Karen refugee
women. In Chapter,Methods,| discusamy use of semstructured interviews,

participant observation and photographyesearchmethods irthis qualitativestudy.



Chapter 5The Women and Their Weaving, provides a short biography ofiei@chiew
participant andhe photographs | took dierweaving and weaving materials. This

chapter is meant to both tell individual and collective stories and exhibit the weaving art
of thewomen weavers participating in the study. The two final chaplaesFindings
andThe Discussiompresentand discusghe findings of the resear¢tom a critical

feminist ethnographic framework. Finalyhe @nclusion will summarize the study and
provide recommendations for program development and further research.

It is important to mention that the reader will not find a chapter dedicated to a
literature reviewRather thardecontextualizingny discus®n of the literature into a
separate chapter, | have included it as foundatidisatission throughout the text.
Although thereader will find the use of photography in Chapters 2 and 5, | have also
includedimagesthroughout the study to enriciscussims and storiethat would benefit
from visual imagerysuch as in the description of a particular weaving pattem or
highlighting the role of photography relationship building through visual

communication



CHAPTER 2
WHERE WE WERE, WHERE WE ARE
PART 1. THE KAREN PEOPLE: BURMA

Historical migration of populations originating from many diverse locations has
made Burma one of the riches countries in the world for cultural and ethnic diversity
(Smith & Allsebrooke, 1994; Lwin, 2012Numerous minont groups make up the social
and cultural fabric of the population with the Burmans forming the largest ethnic
division. Although the exact number of ethnic minorities is disputed, the main ethnic
minority groups to call Burma home include the Kachin, Kakayah (Karennis), Mons,
Chins, Shans, Arakans, and Wa (Smith & Allsebrooke, 10@#), 2012. There are also
many smaller ethnic groups and subgroupings, each with their own unique languages and
traditions (Phan & Lewis, 2009). Despite the lack of aat®icensus data from within
Burma, the Karen are thought to be the second largest ethnic pop(fatidgh &

Allsebrooke, 1994) Anthropologists estimate that the Burmé&aen population is
around four million people (Smith & Allsebrooke, 19®8&rron, Gxell, Yin, VanBIk,
Swain, Larkin, Allot, Ewers, 200Q7In addition there are between 2000 and 40@00
ThatrKaren living in Thailand and almost 1,900 Karen peopléving in refugee camps
on the ThaiBurma border$mith & Allsebrooke, 1994Barron et al 2007; Thai Burma
BorderConstortium 2011).

Although there are over 20 subgroupings, 70 percent of Karen people come from
twomansubgroups, the Sdégaw Kar en oeke,d994).he Pwo
The Karenni peoplare also included in the giping of Karen people (Barron et al.,

2007); however the Karenni are aghiy diverse grouping of peoptth unique

ethnicities and languages (8lay, 2007). The Karenni peophave derived from the



regions of Kayah state and are grouped together unelendlkement of the Karenni
National Progressive Party (Dudley, 2007). As such, they are culturally diverse and
distinct from the Karen peopldn my own experience working with Karenni people in
Ban Mai Nai Soi refugee camp Thailand, strong cultural itkedistinctions between the
Karen and Karenni peopleereoften discussed and established.

The KarenknownaB 6 gha Koblyafwt he peopled in Sbdga
believed to have migrated from Indthina southward into Yunnan China and eventually
into the egions of lower Burma and the mountain region on what is now theBLinaia
border (Marshall, 1922; Barron et al., 2007; Phan & Lewis, 2012). In the earliest
recorded documentations of the Karen, they
regarded highf for their knowledge and respect of nature (Barron et al., 2007).
Agriculture and hunting have been the primary sources of economic activity of the Karen
people in both the regions of the plains and the hills (Barron et al., 2007). In addition, the
Karenare also known for their highly skilled weaving and as such, the dyeing of thread
and fabric weaving by women and basket weaving by men are important activities that
have contributed to their sedlufficiency in remote locations (Barron et al., 2007).

Traditional Karen communities are based on the values of cooperation, belonging
and peacefulness (Barron et al., 2007). In these communities it is not uncommon for
entire villages to work together to harvest the rice crop or help each other in needed
activities such as replacing the roof of a house (Phan & Lewis, 2009). As well, husbands
and wives often work together as partners running the household, caring for the children

and working in the fields (Barron et al., 2007). Families typically live in housete of



bamboo and wood, raised on stilts with a covered front porch intended for socializing
(Barron et al., 2007).

Although the majority of Karen people identify as Theravada Buddhist, Buddhist
animist, or animist there remains a significant Christifimémce within the population
(Smith & Allsbrooke, 1994; Barron et al., 2007). Many Karen converted to Christianity
under British colonization which saw missionaries moving into the ethnic regions of
Burma with the goal of conversion and the educationinbnty populations (Marshall,
1922; Smith & Allsebrooke, 1994; Barron et al., 200@any of the Karenwelcomed the
presence of the British in fulfilment of a traditional foretellimgich prophesiethe
comingofa Awhi t e br ot h e reachingsprevielgstolemfromthee sacr ed
Karen people knowndshe fALost Booko ( Ma Additiandlly,the 192 2 ;
British offered to the Karen people comfort and security from the persequégiously
executed by former Burmese rulers (Marshed22; Lwin, 2012)As a result ofhie
symbolic returning of sacred teachings, now present in the Christian doiolén
response to the relationships formed between the British and the, Keey Karen
people were converted to Christianityring this peod (Marshall, 1922; Lwin, 2012).

As the majority of Burmads wurban popul a
of rural minority groups to Christianityy the colonizing Britiskemphasized divisions
within Burmabs et hni c andtpeddrnaation af allsgjancése adi ng
(Lwin, 2012). As General Aung San sought to free Burma from the hands of the British
with the aid of the Japanese, the-Bmtish ethnic minorities, including many Karen
soldierswere deemed traitofewin, 2012). As aesult of their status within the

independence movement, many Karen people were massacred during this time (Lwin,
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2012). Learning of the bloodshed, General Auag&tempted to reconcile with the
Karen; howevemuch of the damage had been done and mdmycatinorities
remained loyal to the British hoping for a constitution that would grant them
independence from the Burmese (Lwin, 2012). The British promised the Karen, that in
exchange for their allegiance, they would ensure that the Karen people vaededan
independent state free from Burma when the British withdrew (Phan & Lewis, 2009).
Contradictive to this agreemetthe British broke their promise, withdrew from Burma
and left the Karen to struggle for independence on their own (Phan & Lew$y, ROO
1947 when many other ethnic minoritiggere invited tcsign the Panglong agreement,
indicating their interest in working with the newly formed Burmese government in
forming the Union of Myanmar, the Karen were left without a voice (Phan & Lewis,
2009; Lwin, 2012).This was the start of over sixty years of oppression, persecution and
war for the Karen people.

In 1949 the Karen National UnigKNU), an armed organization at war with the

newly formed Burmese governmedgclared the formation of théaren Free State

known as fAKawt hool ei 0 dtime ldstsixtghredyedrssteeb r o 0 k e

KNU has waged war with the Burmese military, renamed the State Peace and
Development Council (SPDC), in attempt to gain independence and recognition of
Kawthoolei as the free state of the Karen people (Lwin, 2012). Despite some early
successes by the KNU, the seizure of power by Ne Win in 1962 introduced the strategy
known as fAFour Cutso (Smith & All sbroke,

commanded to conduct nestop harassment of civilians, aiming to cut off the sharing of

1
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food, finance, intelligence and recryits the four main links, between citizens and the
ethnic armed forces. (Smith & Allsbrooke, 1994).

In 1988, a failed democratic uprising in the urban areas of Burma, saw the
movement of 10,000 activists, demonstrators and students into Karen state and KNU
territory, seeking shelter and training (Smith & Allsbrooke, 1994). Although this number
bolstered he KNUOGs position tempor armwithay, t he
sustained attack against the KNU and ultimately the Karen people. (Smith & Allsbrooke,
1994). Between January and April 1992 alone, over 4,000 casualties in KNU territory
were reported§mith & Allsbrooke, 1994). Since then, protracted conflict has raged on.
Splinter groups within the KNU, including the Democratic Buddhist Karen Army
(DBKA), have collaborated with the SPD€sultingin the massacre of thousands of
civilians and the dispt&ament of hundreds of thousands of Karen villagers (Kenny &
LockwoodKenny, 2010).

Civilian reports of horrific human rights violations and demands by the SPDC, the
DBKA and even within the armed branch of the KNU have been extensively
documented and ihade such abuses rangingiin the demand of food, shelter and
informationto the horrors of crucifixiorheating deathsarbitrary executions, being
burned alive, rape including gang rape, forced portering and slaved labour unto death, the
use of women andhildren as land mine sweeps, the recruitment of child soldiers and
amputations including penises and breasts (Thanakha Team, 2003; Phan & Lewis, 2009;
TBBC, 2009; Connelly, 2010; Kenny, 2010; KWO, 2810 he villagers living under
Four Cuts policies angithin war zones experience persecution, fear, intimidation and

uncertainty on a daily basis and as such, hundreds of thousands have been forced to seek

B u
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safety hiding in the jungles as internally displaced persons or in refugee camps across the
border inThailand (Smith & Allsbrooke, 1994; Kenny & Lockwodtenny, 2010). The
Thailand Burma Border Consortium estimates the number of IDPs mawingg
temporarysitesin the jungles of Burma to be well over 5000 and the number of those

seeking refuge in Thaiamps to be close to 1500 (TBBC, 2011).
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ETHNOGRAPHY

The day starts early among the Kareams early as 4:30 a.m. for some farmers and
mountain people. In this peaceful time before dawn, a slow, leisurely waging
period includes the simpjebs of making a fire, brewing tea, and preparing the
first rice meal of the day (Barron et al., 2007).

During my three month experience working in Mae Hong Son, Thailand and Ban
Mai Nai Soi refugee camp | had brief glimpses into what life may havelikedior
Karen villagers in Burma, should their lives be free from fear and persecution. Although |
did not have the experience of visiting Karen villages in Burma, | did have the
opportunityto stay with two Karen families in two separate Thai villageshenThai
Burma border. What struck me during this experience was the cooperation between the
husbands and wives to care for their children, prepare the food and take care of the chores
that needed to be done. In the mornirigved the experience of wailg up to low hum
of village life and on October 22, 2011, | wrote in my journal,

In this village we stayed with a lovely Karen family; a mother, father and three
children (boys), the daughter was studying in Mae Hong Son. This village is
Christian and hadbout 25 houses. It was so wonderful waking ufp@morning

to the sound of church bells ringing, calling the villagers to church. This was soon
followed by singing coming from the church and soft sweet murmurs from the
family. | enjoyed so much listemg to the family start their day.

Although many of the ethnic minorities living in Thailand struggle for recognized
citizenship within their own country, they do have, in comparison to those from Burma,
relative freedom, peace, safety and access wicssrsuch as education and employment.
My visit to Karen villages helped put into perspective for me, the stark contrasts of life
within a refugee camp versus the former life of freedom in esssthining village in the

mountains of Burma.
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In the ThaiKaren villages | saw communities of people caring for and helping
one another, not unlike in the camps, but | also experienced a sense of individual choice
and the freedom to live as one wanted, which is in complete contrast to the reality of life
in the camp. Villagers have the freedom to raise animals as they please and the village
was full of ducks, pigs and chickens raised freely and at the will of each individual
family. Each household had yards full of vegetation; trees full of flowers and rifge fru
for sale or to give away to friends and neighbolinsas cucumber season and
everywhere | went | was offered a large slice of the vegetable that had been grown in
someoneds yard. Children ran and played am
everywhereA keen knowledge of nature was evident and as we walked freely in the
jungle around the village, the villagers pointed out interesting flora that could be eaten or
used for other purposes in their daily lives.

The families | stayed with also talked abthe city and their plan to make
enough money to build a house outside of the village. Both families already had children
studying and living in the nearest city, Mae Hong Son, and they too had plans to move
there in the future. These families have thedoge to plan, hope, dream, move freely,
educate their children and build a home outside the confines of their village if they
choose. This representation of village life helped to clarify for me, the oppressive nature

of life inside a refugee camp.
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This is a Karen village in Thailand close to the TBarma border. | had the opportunity to stay
with a family in this village and took the photo on October 22, 2011.

KL

The house of the Karen family | had the opportunity to stay with on theBluraia border. | have
been told that this is a typical style of house for Karen people living in the mountain regions and would be
similar to those found in Karen villages in Burma
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PART 2. THE KAREN PEOPLE: THAILAND

The 1951 Convention regarding the Status of Refugees is the internationally
recognized legal document by which a refugee is defined, their rights outlined and the
legal obligations of states presented (UNHCR, 2005). The definition afforded to a refugee
remains,

owing to wellfounded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside
the country of his [or her] nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is
unwilling to avail him [or her]self of the protection of that country; or who, not
having a nationality and being outside the country of his [or her] former habitual
residence as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling
to retun to it (UNHCR, 2005)

I f identified by this protocol, a firefu
benefits, as well as assistance and protec
protectiono (UNHCR, 2 &R adjons haVenbecorhelPartytoed and
this agreement or its 1967 Protocol (UNHCR, 2005). Thailand is not one of them (HRW,
1998). Alternatively, Thailand has allowed displaced persons from Burma to make
At emporary shelterso al on gy-eightywarsMeghoutthe n bor
status or legality accepted by the international community (Barron et al., 2007). As a non
signatory, Thailand is not bound by the obligations of refugee protection and assistance
that are outlined in 1951 Convention and as sicwoses to define a refugee as someone
fleeing from direct fighting rather than the Convention definition winolld place
more emphasis ameneed for protectioarising out of theurrentpolitical, social and
economicsituation in Burma (HmanRightsWatch 1998). Consequently, the lives of
those seeking refuge from ongoing human rights violations in Burma is in the

discretionary hands of the Royal Thai Government and is subject to change at any time.
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There have been numerous large waves of ethnigees flood into Thailand
during times of increased military offensive by the Burmese junta in Karen and other
ethnic territories (Barron et al., 2007). The first large movement of Karen refugees into
Thailand was January 1984 as the Burmese army, tlemkas theState Law and Order
Restoration Council (SLORC)ook over an important Karen military base (Barron et al.,
2007).Two additionalwaves of refugees came in 1988 following the failed democratic
protests in interior Burma aradso in1995 when th political exilesand Karen military
still stationed in Karen state were attacked by SLORC and the DKBA (Barron, et al.,
2007). In addition to large scale movements during increased fighthogtiauous
trickle of peoplemove into the camps on a dailydmseeking refuge fromersecution
and fearand in some casesgeking better opportuniti¢sBBC, 2011). After almost 30
years, the refugee condition in Thailand is considered a protracted situation. TIGRUNH
defines this to mean;

A protracted refugesituation is one in which refugees find themselves in along
lasting and intractable state of limbo. Their lives may not be at risk, but their basic
rights and essential economic, social and psychological needs remain unfulfilled
after years in exile (cite in CIC, 2008).

There are currently nine camps dotted along the-Bhaina border housing
around 15M00 refugeesHf whom 90 percent are ethnic Karen (Barron et al., 2007).
Over the years, there have been many smaller encampiinantsve novbeen tosed,
moved or combined with other camps resulting in much larger settlements (Kenny &
LockwoodKenny, 2010). The Thai government has often moved Burmese refugees from
camp to camp in the attempt to both offer better protection from Burmese military
attaks, and to control the flow of refugees in and out of the camp (Kenny &Wwocki

Kenny, 2010). The scale and density of these jungle cities or camps, is often very foreign
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to the people from hill villages where a large settling would consist of a fewddind
families (Barron et al., 2007; Kenny & Lockwod#aenny, 2010). Today the camps range
in population from 294 residents in Ban Mae Surin camp t®#428 in Mae La camp
(TBBC, 2011). The camps remain highly diverse with 54 languages or dialects being
spolen by the occupants (Barron et al., 2007).

Thai refugee camps are bustling communities with tightly packed one or two story
rambling bamboo structures built precariously on hillsides and around river banks
(Kenny & Lockwood-Kenny, 2010). Provisions suels food rations, medical care, basic
shelter and clothing are provided with the support @f-&overnment Organizations
(NGOs),including the Thai Burma Border Consortium (TBBC) (TBBC 2011; Kenny &
LockwoodKenny, 2010). Buildings within the camps consistamong other things,
houses, elementary and high schools, NGO amdr@unity Based Organization (CBO)
offices, medical clinics, labs and churchasdmosques and temples (Barron et al., 2007,
Kenny & LockwoodKenny, 2010). In addition, the entreprerialspirit within the
camps has seen small stores, beauty salons, motorbike repair shops, tea stalls and noodle
restaurants spring up (James, 2011). As Thai authorities have insisted settlements are
temporary, infrastructure remains basic consisting rbfpdiths and impermanent
buildings (Kenny & LockwooeKenny, 2010). Despite minimal infrastructure, refugee
communities have set up committees to prov
programming, youth services, justice issues and social welfare (Battaln,2007).

With the help of NGOs, camp committees have been able to also provide needed water

and sanitation services (Barron et al., 2007).
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Education remains extremely important for many refugees living in the camps.
With the help of NGOs manywom@&s or gani zations are abl e
programs to small children within their camp community (author intervi2@kl Karen
Wo menos Or, g0aln WEAYE, 2002). Primary school is offered in all of the
camps and most youth have accessdmde 10 education (Barron et al., 2007; Kenny
and LockwooeKenny, 2010). There is a significant portion of children and youth sent by
their parents from inside Burma to attend school within the camp as little opportunity for
education exists in their h@communities (author interviews; Kenny & Kernny
Lockwood, 2010). Despite restrictions on further education and vocational training by the
Thai Government, some improvement to the regulations in recent years have allowed for
a small portion of youth to atte continuing education courses inside the camp and a
very small number of others to opportunities outside of the camp (Phan & Lewis, 2010;
Barron et al., 2007).

Further restrictions for camp residents include the inability to leave camp
perimeters in orer to collect fire wood or other plants from the forest, seek employment
outside of the camp or grow gardens and raise animals to supplement and increase the
nutritional value of the food rations provided (Barron et al., 2007). Despite the
restrictions oremployment, some camp residents do obtain seasonal employment on Thai
farms, working for very minimal wag€Barron et al., 2007). Although this practice is
tolerated in some locations, the risks remain Ivgihat refugees could be arrested by
Thai autlorities and sent back to Burma (WEAVE, 2009; Kenny & Lockw&etny,

2010). In addition to illegal farm work, some women forage for wild plants in the areas

around the camps, especially for bamboo shoots, which they sell inside the camp
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boundaries. The maijity of paid employment positions within the camp are generally
limited to medics, teachers and camp committee members (WEAVE, 2009). In recent
years, with lobbying from NGOs, the Thai government has approved small scale income
generation projects allowgnindividuals, most often women, the opportunity to apply for
small scale business development in the areas of animal husbandry and the running of
small shops (WEAVE, 2012). I n addition, NG
economic projects in many campsitiseek to capitalize on the weaving skills of mahy
the ethniggroupsby selling their products to Thai and foreign buyers (WEAVE, 2009;
KWO, 2011). These types of employment opportunities remain very minimal and many
individuals are left with little t@lo but stay home while they wait for opportunities to
arise (Kenny & Lockwoo&kenny, 2010). With precious few options, many families have
chosen resettlement to a third country as the only durable solution available to them.
Many recent reports circulag in the media speak of significant reforms taking
place inside Burma, including the release of thousands of political pristmeesection
of leader Aung Sun Sui Kyand 42 other National League for Democracy (NLD) party
members in the recent elemt ceasefire agreements witlhe Karen National Unioand
invitations to the international community to hold negotiations and talks with Burmese
president Thein Sein (IRIN, 2011). In response, Thailand has announced it is considering
the closure of all me refugee camps inside its borders and is in discussion with the ruling
government of Burma for the repatriation of nearly,080 displaced persons (IRIN,
2011). In April 2011 Thailandés National S

They [the Burmse refugees] have been in Thailand for more than 20 years and it
became our burden to take care of them
the camps but we intend to dqIiRIN, 2011; James, 2011).
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By the end of 2012, the remaining,@00 refugees mstered and waiting for
resettlement will have left Thailand (TBBC, 2011). Current restrictions by the Thai
government orfurtherrefugee registration by the UNHCRieanghousands opeople
will remain in Thailand with no status, no hope for resettlerardta tentative future in
Burma (TBBC, 2011). What wil!l happen

and the people that reside in them remains to be seen.
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ETHNOGRAPHY

Small pathg little more than muddy slides in monsoon sedsenake betweae
the wooderstilted huts. Drying clothes hang from the windows and litter covers
the ground (Kenny & Lockwooil Kenny, 2010, p. 221).

In the fall of 2011, | had the opportunity to visit three different refugee camps
along the ThaBurma border, theseeing Ban Mai Nai Soi, Mae La and Umpiem Mai.
Although | have many more experiences and memories of Ban Mai Nai Soi, having
worked in this camp for three months, the contrasts of each camp to one another made
my briefer visits to Umpiem Mai and Mae La extrely memorable in and of themselves.
Each camp offered different perspectives and glimpses into the lives of the residents,
determined by the geographical location of the camp, the proximity of it to larger Thai
towns and cities, the access within it teets, bamboo and other natural resources and the
impact of local Thai camp operations and management.

Ban Mai Nai Soi is a northern refugee camp bordering the Kayah state and with
the majority of the 1,000 residents identifying as Karenni. Although theenp was
situated in the deepest jungle location of the three, it was the most strict and required
official and tightly regulated access into and out of the camp. Each day | would hand over
my camp pass issued by the Thai authorities with a copy of mygrap$to page, and
in return receive a laminated square of coloured paper to safety pin onto filyself.
presence of foreign volunteers is accepted, if requested by the NGOs operating in the
camps, but not entirely welcomed by Thai authorities. It wagesigd that | should not
take photos of the camp if Thai officials were present as they do not strive to make public

images of the camps situated on their boret.wanting to cause problems for myself
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and my organizatior,never photographed the entcaof the camp or the areas where
Thai soldiers were present.

After being accepted into the camp and receiving the passedtiger would
drive down a very narrow and extremely
to insure its impermanencyntil we arrived at the entrance of the cafpget to the
office where we worked, the driver had to cross many rivers and at times, drive in the
water, following the riveuntil we reached another high point to climb uatoll top

packed with houseand buildings. As we bounced around in the back of the tougk,

drivermaneuvered arountumerousiogs and chickens, motorcycles and school children

sharing the road. And all the other people on the path as well, inclgding n d ma 6 s

carrying baskets diamboo shoots from the jungle, mothers with babies strapped to their

backsandmen loaded down witbamboo poles annana tree trunks.
| foundit surprisingthat there was so much movement in and around the camp.

Always there were people walking up thieep hilly paths, on the rough jungle roads and

through the river crossings and | often wondered where everyone was going. | learned

that people were leaving the camp for illegal migrant work on Thai farms; or staying
within camp boundaries foraging formhoo and plants in the jungle; or walking back

and forth to school and work. But even knowing this, | found it so difficult to

comprehend that besides the illegal migrants, residents were not leaving the confines of

the camp and all movement was happemirggind and around inside. In my journal on
September 20, 2011 | wrote,

[The camp] is like a little village with people coming and going up the hill and
down the hill. Going, going but wherd&@pe hills are very slippery from all the

rain and to walk along means dodging puddles and trying not to slip. Every third

house appears to be a shop, which was completely unexpected to me, selling

rug
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anything from clothes, to veggies, to pop and beer. Tisereen a motorcycle
mechanic shop. It is like a rural little towrthat people cannot leave! Cannot
leave! It is so difficul to wrap my mind around that.

During my three months in Ban Mai Nai Soi | was working in one of the very few
poststudy opportuities offered within the camp. The majority of the students in the
program have completed high school, or grade 10, but there are varying levels of
education. Some students had come to the camp as small children and some had horrific
stories of hiding ircaves and jungle camps until it was safer to attempt a border crossing
into Thailand. Alternatively some of the students in the program had just arrived from
Ai nside. 0 Thi s me an dorthehsenyestdrandBurmanfar he seld t h e
purpose ofurther education, as the small villages and IDP camps in which their families
were living offered few educational opportunitig#bese students either live with
extended family members already residing in the camp or stay in boarding programs
provided byNGOs for unaccompanied studer8emeof these individualsvill choose to
remain, unregistered, in the camp and some will return to Burma, when their studies are
completed.

As the property of the school was much larger than the average space allotted to
each family, the students were able to grow a garden and raise a pig for income
generation. Unfortunately, although somesidentavere growing small plants in recycled
cansthe majority of people did not have the space to, nor was the land adequate for,
growing their own vegetables, fruits or chilies. Although, | did listen to a speech on
refugee rights conducted in English by Thai authorities, in which the students were told
that i f the refugees from Burma werenodt s

stop relying on rations provided by NGOs.

o
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Above: houses in Ban Mai Nai Soi. Below: an elementary school & a house sitting precariously on the
riverds edge.

I took these following photos in Ban Mai Nai Soi on October 26, 2011.
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The second camp | had the opportunity to visit was Umpiem Mai. After leaving
the Thai city of Mae Sot, | was driven on a winding mountain road for a couple of hours.
Eventually we plled into a rest stop to use the washroom and buy some fruit. And,
because of the stop, | had expected that the trip would continue for a while more;
however | was informed by the staff | was working wittat we were close enough that |
could see the cap from where | was standing. | looked a bit down the highway and
could faintly see a settlement of houses up on the hills in the direction they had pointed.
My co-workers asked me to take a picture of them with the camp in the background and
asked if | wauld also like a photo of me takerdeclined.

Two smaller camps were combined in 1999 to form what is now known as
Umpiem Mai. The population sits at,000 residents with the majority identifying as
Karen. Umpiem Mai is placed high up on a windy hiditjoff the highway near a Thai
Hmong village and on the way to local tourist destinations. Despite tree planning
initiatives by the UNHCR and NGOs, Umpiem Mai feels rugged and cold compared to
the enclosing comfort of Rarchpeddle call Npiem Soi 6s
Mai the USA of Thailand, because of the cold windy weather felt there.

In addition to geographical differences, | was also surprised at what appeared to
be the relaxed practices for managing the coming and goings of Umpiem Mai. In
complete contrast to what | had become used to over the previous months, officials
responsible for the entrance to the camp d
simply signed in and out of the registry at the same time. After entering, we parked our
truck up on a hill and walked down a small path to some community buildings where |

would be conducting my interviews. Because of the openness of the location it was
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possible to look out over most of the camp quite easily and | found it interesting to see
the landscape dotted with not only homes, but crosses on church steeples and gold stupas
on temples.
My experience in Umpiem Mai highlighted for me that although similar situations
do exist within the Thai camps, there are also mafifigrences in residéns 6 basedv e s
on many factors. On November 21, 2011 | wrote,

The camp is basically perched on treeless hills over a valley. You could see the
whole camp because of the lack of trees. The infrastructure, houses, and schools
seemed, in general, a lot mete down and in poorer condition. Again, like | felt

in Ban Mai Nai Soi the first time, how can you put any thoughts, feelings and
observations into words when your mind and body are in complete sensory
overload? You have all the same scenes of dirty lywogds, dogs and chickens
running around and children playing. But, the geographical location and the mix
of people gave it a very different feel.

e =

| took this photo of Umpiem Mai refugee campudahe foIIowiﬁg two photos oNovember 21, 2011
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My final visit was to Mae La camp. Much has been written about Mae La camp as
it is the largest of theninecgs on Thai |l andds western borde
approximately 2800 people. Mae La was established in 1984 with a populatio@d 1
people but due to increased military offensive in Burma and an amalgamation of many
smaller camps, it has grown ts current size. Ninetgeven percent of the population
identifies as Karen but there is a substantial Muslim population as well.

My first impressions of Mae La were awe at the picturesque mountain scene
surrounding the camp location and shock at therssiee of the settlement. The
backdrop of Mae La camp is stunning rugged mountains covered in lush jungle. Mae La
is long and thin and driving past the camp in a car takes about 5 minutes to reach the
other end. The camp sits in a tight spot squeezedebettihe highway and a large cliff
extending over the camp. | was surprised that homes backed right on to the highway, with
only a wire fence for separation. Houses and buildings were rambling structures built
very close together and my assessment of Magftea my brief visifwas it simply felt
packed. After my visit to Mae La on November 23, 2011 | wrote in my journal,

Mae La is hugeYou drive a long side of it on the highway for a few kilometers

for sure. It is also set in a very picturesque locafldre back drop is rugged

jungle covered mountains. There is a beautiful high spot of the camp that has

houses set on a hill with a large rockface behind. Unfortunately this beautiful spot
overlooks a crowded, dirty, dusty, run down camp that sits rigtiiehighway.
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A local business in Mae La camp.

| took these photos of Mae La during my visit on November 23, 2011

I't happened to be Atraditional c¢clothesd day whil e
wear their traditional clotheto school. | was told that on regular school days, students tend to wear more
Afwesterndo cl othes.
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In conducting research for this project, three of the women | interviewed were
from Umpiem Maicamp two from Mae Lacampand in Regina four women had lived in
Mae Ra Moeampand one woman was from Mae La €amp | did not interview
anyone from Ban Mai Nai Séor two reasonsThe initial reason was related to
recruitment and my accessweavers livingn Mae La and UmpierMai but not in Ban
Mai Nai Soi.The secondeason was related to the population of B&m Nai Soi, which
consists almost entirely ofpopulationfalling under the political and cultural spectrum
of Karenni people. My experience in Ban Mai Nai Soi ledso me understand more
fully the very unique differences in cultui@dbthingand traditional practices, including
weaving, betwen Karen and Karenni people. As a result, | decidéactesmy research
solelywith Karen women weavers Thailand as | woul also only be interviewing
Karen women in Canada. To accurately capture a cufioréiayal comparingveaving
in displacement and resettlement, | could not interview both Karen and Karenni women
and due to my access to Karen women weavers in Canaddediéziconduct my
research interviews with Karen women alone

As a contextual setting, Ban Mai Nai Soi offered important insight into the daily
activity and protracted situation for refugees from Burma on the Thai Burma border.
Although I found that exp@nces within camps could be considered similar in many
regards, whaltt have come to leans each camp is unique itslocation, people,
governance and infrastructuddthoughthe women | interviewed expressed similar
experiences ofvhat it meahto bea Karen womanveaverliving as a refugee in a camp
on the ThaiBurma border, it must be acknowledged that there are many different

experierces amonghe refugees from Burm®espite the fact that thmajority of
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weavers are from small villages situatechotely in the mountains of Burma, the refugee
camps on the Thadurma border are also home to many urban refugees including
persecuted students, professionals and former political prisoners. The campsasedlso
by ethnic army soldiers retirifgom duty and school children crossing the border in
search of educational opportunitidhe mix of ethnic peopldrom both urban and rural
areas with varying levels of formal education contributes to the unique context of each
Thai refugee camp.

PART 3. THE KAREN PEOPLE: CANADA

Sincethe first UNHCR registration was approved by Thai authorities in
2004/2005almost 70,000 persons from Burma have chosen to relocate to a thity coun
(James, 2011; TBBC, 2011). This overwhelming decision to resettle is aaesult
frustration with the lack of opportunities, freedom and future within the confines of the
camp and no foreseeable return to Burma (Kenny & Lockwarhy, 2010). The
United States alone has acceptedb8,refugees from Burma and other significant
resetlementshave occurred in Australia (7,350); Norway (1,141) and Finlarg9p),
(TBBC, 2011).

Canada has also played a significant role in the resettlement of refugees from
Burma.After the initial resettlement of 756 refugees from Thai camps in 2D&8ada
has gone on to resettle a total (@ individuals or approximately 7% of the resettled
refugeepopulation Kenny & LockwoodKenny, 2010 TBBC, 201). The majority of
these individuals have been resettled under the Government Assisted Refugaa Prog
and qualify for one year of basic financial and settlement support from the Canadian
government (CIC, 20H] Connelly, 2011). According to Citizenship and Immigration

Canada, services provided to those resettling under this program include the privisio
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accommodatioyclothing, food, help in finding employment or becoming ssiffficient
and other resettlement services (20Thefiot her 6 assi stance often i
language programming, counseling services, community education and family host
programs. In addition a small minority of families have been resettled under private
sponsorship which often occurs through churches and community groups which in turn
become responsible for the familyods financ
(Connely, 2010). The 467 Karen refugees selected for resettlenme@anadadave
been dispersed throughout the country in the followingciids:ar | ot t et own, St
Moncton, Hamilton, Ottawa, London, Toronto, Kitchener, Windsor, Calgary, Edmonton,
Winnipeg, Vancouver, Medicine Hat, Red Deer and Lethbr{@€, 2008)

Saskatchewan has also accepted a significant number of Karen refugees with
settlements in Regina, Saskatoon, Prince Albert and Moose Jaw. The resettlement of
Karen people to Regina begar2@06 when 133 individuals arrived (Dietrich, 2009).
Since then the number has grown to &&0 people &uthor interview2012). Upon
announcingheresettlement of Karen refugees in Canada, Citizenship and Immigration
Canadasuggested h at i t eagsy tolthe mevcomérsto adjust to life in Canada
after so many years spent in remote jungle refugee cadhsZ007). Language
barriersandthe lack ofaffordable housing in communities close together were
highlighted as challenges affecting adjustm{&@iC, 2004). Canada, and specifically the
wide open prairies, is a very different context for the Karen peegtiarting their lives.
Resettlement on the prairies means that not only are people experiencing political
freedom for the first time, but alsbe foreignness of snow amdnters of-30 Celsius

(Connelly, 2010). The weather continues to be a topic of conversation and a difficult
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adjustment for many refugees in Regina (author interviews). Additional information
regarding the resettlementBéirmeserefugees in the prairies is minimal. Although there
is little data emerging from Saskatchewan with regard to the success of Karen
resettlement, initial data is emerging in other areas of Canada as well as in the United
States. The information suggedtattalthough the lives of individuals are improvasy
manynow are able to fulfill their material needsave leisure time and are settling into
the routines of North American life, many difficulties and concerns exist (Kenny &
LockwoodKenny, 2010).

Onevery recent study from Toronto highlighted the difficulty for Karen youth to
focus on their aspirations for higher education due to responsibilities within their families
that caused additional work and stress within their lives, as well as other baudess
poor guidance in the educational system; linguistic difficulties; financial burdens and
discrimination (Shakya, Guruye, Hyrie, Akbari, Malik, Htoo, Khogali, Mona, Murtaza,
Alley, 2012). Additionally, a study was conducted in the San Franciscéi&aya
locationwhere 500 refugees from Burma have been resettled sincg 200%y, Jeung,

Le, Yoo, Lam, Loveman, Maung, 2011). The authors of the study found that 63% of the
refugees were unemployed, seven out of ten reported havingretisssisymptoms that
affected their ability to work or care for their families and nearly 60% lived under the
federal threshold for extreme poverty (Jeung et al., 2011). Another study conducted in
north eastern United States with approximately 70 Karen refugeed the newcomers
were given very little time to recover from the adjustment before being forced into
employment which tended to be in low wage service sector or manufacturing jobs

(Kenny & LockwoodKenny, 2010). In addition, a significant portion of mduals were
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living in the most dangerous neighbourhoods known for gang, drug and prostitution
activities (Kenny & LockwooeKenny, 2010).

Although assumptions are made that the resettlement of Karen refugees to Regina
has been successful (Dietr, 2009), very little information actually exisio obtain
population data, Was required teonsult a member of the Karen community. She
counted every individual Karen person in Regina and arrived at the number of 552
people, highlighting 7 deaths&B pending births (author interviews). Although much
information exists within the Karen community regarding the changes in population and
the individual resettlement experiences, there is little data construdtezhbiroader
community.Similar social guations found in the studies from outside of Saskatchewan
highlight many experiences that do also exist within the local Karen population including
the responsibilities placed on youth to support their families; high rates of
unemployment; employment law paying service jobs; and housing in marginalized
neighbourhoods due to extremely inflated rental costs (author interviews). In addition one
must consider the weather and the affect it can and does have on the local resettlement
context. Further resedravould help to better understand the resettlement experience of

the Karen population in Saskatchewan.
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ETHNOGRAPHY

In early Marchl received a call from my Karen friend, and in very broken English
she asked me to come visit her. | was initially worriesd #omething was wrong and that
she needed help, but when | received another call from her niece | learned that | was
invited to share their Sunday meal with them. As | always welcome the opportunity for
homemade food and visits with friends, | made my wasr to their small bungalow on a
busy but pretty treéned street in Regina, Saskatchewan.

| come from a big family and grew up living with my grandma, so | find comfort
inthebupness of my Karen friendsé homes, and t
exception. As | sat in the |Iiving room, gl
TV, | enjoyed watching the comings and goings of the multiple adults and teenagers
living in this modest house, not to mention the additional children, nieceseaghéws,
grandchildren, neighbours and friends who seemed to be moving in and out through a
revolving door.

The first dish shared with me whahpet thokeBurmese green tea salad, which |
believe was made from the packages | brought home from Thaildrntian had shared
with themthe previousveek. | am not sure anyone else really enjoyed the dish, since |
seemed to be the only one eating it. It was, as done in Burma, served with tea. Soon after
this treat, we were invited to sit down at the tablesatictiee wonderfully prepared meal.
As | satdown to my bowl of rice, | was taken back to many meals shared with my Karen
friends in Thailand. | beanto tastehe communally shared dishes, each at a time and
only a small spoonful at once, as is commonlyaddiy friends had prepared no less
than five deliciously flavored Karen dishes. | was asked if | would like a beer, and |

gl adly accept the Mol son Canadian handed t
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translation, told me that he would cook a Karen stylefbbany husband and me in the

city park thissummer.Ini#a j oke saying that he can do

the beer. Everyone laughed. After we, the initial eaters, finjshedhext round of
visitors sat down with their bowls of rice, refilldse caonmunal dishes, and began to.eat

My friend came to Canada in 2006 and was one of the first families to be resettled
in Regina. When she first arrived she could not speak any English and found the
adjustment to her new life very difficult. | knowes really struggled with the decision

they had made to resettle but insisted it was a better life for her children. | left Regina in

t

2009 and wasnot able to have much contact

| returned to Regina this year, | wagrprised how much her English had improved and

she seemelappy that we were now able to have a basic conversation without the need

for an interpreter. | was also pleased to see that many more people had resettled in Regina

and that she now had numer@axtended family members living either with or near her
in the city.

| think her family is doing quite well, although maybe things have not been
exactly as they had envisioned for their life in Canada while living in the camp. First and
foremost rent is pensive in Canada, especially in Regina with rental costs that have
skyrocketed over the last five years. It has become extremely difficult to find safe rental
housing in many places in Saskatchewan.
only goto high school during the week but also work six days a week at a local carwash.
From what | understand, this is not uncommon among the Karen children living in
Canada. As well, my friend and her extended family members have decided to live

together to h@ save money, allowing them to pay their travel loans, and have a more
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comfortable life than paying rent individually would allow. Sharing a home means that at
times there are up to 10 people living in the one small house. With health concerns and
little education, my friend has told me there is not much she can do. She finds it difficult
staying home during the day and woul d |
available to her or how she could manage to do it. Despite these difficuleegcsemtly

told me that although things are still hard for her, she is happy to be in Canada and is
excited about the prospect of becoming a Canadian citizen, hoping her English is good

enough to take the exam next year.

A picture of downtown Reginakan on March 2, 2012. For many of the Karen refugees in Regina, this is
the first time they have ever lived in an urban setting.
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The following two photos were taken in Regina neighbourhoods with a high concentration of newcomers.
They depict the tygial style of homes for many Karen refugees in Regina. Both photos were taken on
March 2, 2012.




40

CHAPTER 3
ASOMETHI NG BETWEEN THEMO
PART 1: HISTORY OF WEAVING AMONG THE KAREN PEOPLE

The skillful act of textile making can be traced back to ancient times, as a means
of meeting the human needs of protection, clothing and decoration (Riley. 2008; Sentance
& Sentance, 2009). The ethnic people of Sdtiist Asia, including the Karen, have
produced various forms of both useful and ceremonial textiles for centuries {Evaser
1988). At one time, all Karen groups throughout Burma and Thailand were active
weavers producing clothes, blankets and bags from {gvoven cotton on hanthade
backstrg looms (Frasetu, 1988). Despite changes to the process, textile making
remains an important practice for many Karen women in Burma, Thailand and, by means
of resettlement, throughout the world (Frakar 1988;BeltranFigueroa& Rey Ty,

2011).

The pocess of producing textiles, from the initial step of growing cotton to the
final stages of weaving, has almost entirely been the work of Karen women (Marshall,
1922). Traditionally, prior to relocation, persecution and modernization, Karen women
engagedn the agricultural practice of growing cotton, including tending the plants,
picking the bolls and carrying them home to be processed (Marshall, 1922). At home, the
women engaged in no fewer than five steps with the cotton to eventually create a
garment, anket or bag for themselves and their families (Marshall, 1922). Traditional
clothing items created from the cotton includeliBeor a loose fitting shirt worn in
various forms by men, women and children;the r wo me n 6 shkespaukorng; t he
headcloth worn by women; thieeshkuo r me n 6 s s &teuorrshpuldersbagd t h e

(Marshall, 1922; Frasdru, 1988). Although the practice of making hamdde cotton
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threadhas significantly decreased, for those engaged in this work, the process remains
the ame as was done for centuries (Frdagr1988).

To begin the process of making yarn, the cotton must initially be whipped into
cotton batting type fibers, which will be then rolled into narrow strips and eventually
spun intothreadon a spinningvheel Marshall, 1922; Frasdru, 1988). The next stage is
the creation of colour by dying the newly spun yarn (Marshall, 1922, Htasé©88;

Sentane & Sentance, 2009). Tree bark and leaves, steeped in hot water are used to create
the solid colours traditionigl used by the Karen people including blue, black, red and

brown (Marshall, 1922; author interviews). These colours will be used to create solid
pieces of fabric for shirts, sarongs, bags and blankets, as well as for adding elaborate
flower patternstowommn 6 s s hi rt s.

Addi tionally some Karen women @mama abl e
used on womends sar ongskatdyihgr(Fraseg b, 1988, pr oces s
Sentance & Sentance, 2009, author interviews). The procéss isf much like tiedye
in that threads are tightly woven around bunches of yarn at certain points (Sentance &
Sentance, 2009). When the yarn is submerged in the dye, the thread resists the colour and
when untied reveal undyed spaces on the yarn (Sentance & Sentane, 200®). Fo
Karen, this process insorsawrgFrasdru, 1688)kThis g t he
practice of resist dyeing found in Sotiast Asia, is thought to be as old as weaving
itself (FraserlLu, 1988). The creation of thread, the dyeing of cotton hadvieaving of
patterns is social and cultural knowledge passed on to young girls by their mother and
other elder women in their communities and is an important part of the education

involved in becoming adult women (Frader, 1988).



42

Bur maos petf-sufficdencg and dokuredo foreign contracts, combined
with the practice of wearing traditional dress have sustained the demand favdwerd
textiles internally, despite an increasing
borders (Fraselu, 1983). Althoughsome Karen women in remote villages in Burma and
in the bordering hills of Thailand, continue the traditional practices of thread m#keng
forced relocation of many villagers and the increased access to imported thread, have
resulted in a déined usage ohandmade cottorand an increase in the use of
syntheticaly dyed and machine made threads (Fr&ser1988).

Despite the use of new synthetic cottons, the {sa@p or bodytension loom
remains the instrument of choice for the Karen wometheir practice of weaving. The
backstrap loom has been used throughout the world for thousands of centuries and can
be found in numerous geographical locations outside of SbaghAsia including South
and Central America and Scandinavia (Taber &éumon, 1975). The baditrap loom
relies on the tension of the body to keep the warp threads tight by using a brace that is
first secured around the weavers back and onto the breast plate that sits on her lap
(FraserLu, 1988). The other end is attachedatstable object, such as a tree or house
post (Sentance & Sentance, 2009). With her body, the weaver is able to control the
tension of the weave, by moving forward and backward as required (ErgsEd88).
For the Karen, the baeitrap loom is constred of poles made from bamboo or other
locals woods, and as such can be easily made or remade with products found in the jungle
and forests around their homes (Marshall, 1922).

Through the growing of cotton and making of clothes, the role of weavithg in t

life of a Karen woman has traditionally been a means of contributing to the social,
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cultural and economic sedlufficiency of her community (Fraséu, 1988). In addition,
the creation of woven products has also acted as a form of cultural identifiatibe
Karen people (Marshall, 1922; Frader, 1988). The use of symbols and colour has
served as a way for the Karen to distinguish themselves from other cultural groups as
well as from one Karen community to another (Frasgrl988). The traditionailothing
woven and worn, not only distinguishes, fo
people from one another, but can even be a means of differentiating one village from the
next (Marshall, 1922; Frasé&u, 1988). The Karen people have not traditignall
decorated their homes, tools or other implements, leaving the expression of Karen culture
through colour and design almost exclusively in the creative cotton weaving of women
(Marshall, 1922). As a result of expressing cultural identity through weahagreation
of textiles is deeply interwoven into the history of Karen women and an examination of
colour, style and pattern choices can offer a means of understanding the social and
cultural changes that have occurred for the Karen people.
PART 2. WEAVING AS SOCIAL AND CULTURAL TEXT

FrasesLu st ates that, fAa study of textiles
view a number of important social and cultural developmentsin Soatts t Asi ao (19
p. 16).Riley also writes that the feelisgvoked fom textiles can be linked contextually
to the historic and meani ngf uMcCalhinbant s t hat
study of Hmong textile art, supports this statement when she concludes that textile can be
used to understand and learn aboatdhanges of life for the Hmong people from their
traditional life in Laos, to being a refugee in Thailand and eventual resettlement in the

United States (1999).
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Similarly to the Karen, the Hmong of Laos villages traditionally reserved their
cultural decaeations to clothing created by women with designs representing cultural
beliefs, important symbols, depictions of the environment and geometric patterns
(McCall, 1999). As they were forced to flee their homes and settle into Thai refugee
camps, the textilart of Hmong women offered a means to generate income for their
families and was adapted to suit the styles and tastes of Western buyers (McCall, 1999).
As the economic status of textile work increased, so did the interests of men to participate
in the at form (McCall, 1999). While in the camp, both men and women participated in
the making of Hmong textiles for sale outside of the camp (McCall, 1999). Resettlement
to the United States has seen yet another change to the textile art of the Hmong people.
With little time for textile work due to added pressure on women to meet their families
essential needs of housing, food and clothing, and withdi¢theandor handmade
textiles, the making of traditional textile art by Hmong women has been limited to the
sewing of chidparinadls Mew fYdeasr dsorcel ebrati or
many of thesapecially createdutfits will not be worn bythe childrenwho ultimately
areuninterested in their Hmong traditional clothjmgstead preferring to wearadern,
urban and western styl@glcCall, 1999). A study of Hmong textile art reveals the social
and cultural changes of the people as they have transitioned through displacement,
refugeeism and resettlemehti ke t he Hmong peopl textleat Mc Cal |
of Karen women is a means of understanding the social and cultural changes that have
occurred in their lives beginning in their villages in Burma, to refugee camps in Thailand

and eventually into cities in fAsafeo third
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The creatiorof stories through fabric art representing persecution, torture as well
as resistance by women living in conflict zojresnains an invaluable contribution to the
historical recording anthe formation of memories that recall ihgustices experienced
throughout time and place. Women in many cultural settings and contexts have
traditionally used fibers, thread and fabric as a way of expressing the social and political
realities shaping their lives (Pershing, 1996). During World War |, tanks and Communist
images appeared on the batik created by the Javanese-(kra$888). The Montagnard
people of Vietham, whom were relocated often during the Vietham War, would set up
their backstrap looms hours after fleeing persecution and immediately begin weaving
(Taber & Anderson, 1975). Among the traditional designs of flowers and animals,
blankets and skirts woven by the Montagnard during the war contained designs of
helicopters, soldiers, airplanes and bombs (Taber & Anderson, 1975). Similarly, during
the Russiamccupation of Afghanistan, the traditional motifs of tribes people on hand
woven rugs were replaced by Soviet vehicles and weaponry (Ware, EB8Qhilean
women living under the oppressive Pinochet regime, the creatempitiéras allowed
their stitcled stories of persecution to reach the outside world (Agosin, ZD08).
construction of these images into traditional fabric items provided the men and women
living in conflict zones a means to recdad future generations the war stories of their
time a well as inform a wider audience of the current political and social situation they
were facingAlthough the creation of politicized images of war and persecution have not
been recorded in Karen weavjngiages such as Karen state flagerbidden by tle
Burmese government within Burriiaare, in the camps, now woven into traditional

clothing, such as bags and hezoths.
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Despite some direct use of symbols, much of the storytelling in Karen textiles is
not directly observable through imageag is donén other cultures who have used
fabric art to express their own experiences of war and displacement. The changes to
Karen weaving are more often left in the representational expressions and modifications
to colour, motifs andstyles used on traditionalathing as well agn new productsThese
changes are observable in the use of synthetic threads instead of home spun and naturally
dyed cotton to make modernized clothing such as vests and short skirts as well as western
products including computer bagsdacthange purse$hese reformsell the symbolic
stories of social and cultural changes of Karen weaving; some by choice, in response to
access to new opportunities for creative expression; and some forced upon the Karen
women, their way of life and theieaving as a result of persecution and extreme human
rights abuses at the hamafsthe Burmese military junta.
PART 3. WEAVI NG AND WOMENOGS STORYTELLI NG
Reinharz states the three goals of f emi
lives and activitie®f women, (2) to understand the experience of women from their own
point of view, (3) to conceptualize women?o
contexto (1992, p.51). These goals highlig
economic and politial worlds, value female activities that are often trivialized by men,
and emphasises the importance of context in which the activities are taking place
(Reinharz, 1992). By engaging in ethnographic qualitative research that examines the
practice of weavig in the lives of Karen women in three stages; Burma, Thailand and
Canada, | am documenting the role of weaving in the social, economic and political lives

and activities of Karen women, | am exploring the meaning of weaving from their own
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perspectives anidam connecting their weaving to the social contexts in which it is taking
place.

Weaving has been an integral part of fAw
centuries (Marshall, 1922; Barron, 2007). Women have traditionally used weaving to
help care forhie needs of themselves and their family, tell cultural stories, such as the
Naw Mu Eh and the python, and as a means of creative expression (Marshall, 1922). For
many Karen women, formal education has not been an option while living in Burmese
villages;and instead women receive informal education on the skills of life, including
weaving, from their mothers. Weaving is shared knowledge between Karen women that
is passed from woman to woman; it is tradition, storytelling and education shared only by
women (FaserLu, 1988). As my interpreter in Umpiem Mai refugee camp expressed,

A [ we a eamrilgesomsthing that they can just read, some education, something
bet we e no(authoe ime&rviews

Outside of a few studies conducted by female researcheragtii@ng of
weavingfor refugeewomenfrom Burmahas been virtually unexplored in discourse
concerned with theixty year old civil war anthe protracted refugee situatiom
Thailand.In appro@hing research within a feminist framework, it can be argued that an
exploration of weaving both values womenos
which may have traditionally been ignored and suppressed (DeVault, 1997 as cited in
Ball, 1999). Inchoosing to research Karen weaving, | chose to hear gendered stories of
activities, experiences amdeaninghat could not have been told by men. Without a
commitment to feminist research, that seeks to listen to the voices of women and

document iveythesenstorsaraly likelyremain untold (Baker, 1998). In
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conducting the research, the women | spoke to aleleeto discuss their social, political

and economic experiences in three different contexts through a description of their

weaving practicedn contextually analyzing weaving, much is revealed regarding the

social and cultural transitions of the Karen women. The interest of women to discuss their
weaving or fiwomenébés work, o highlighted the
Awhat &oe thewmselvesd outside of their rel
often ignored in social science reseai@mmel, 1911 cited in Reinharz, 199R)

documenting the experiences of weaving for Karen women it has been my intent to

attempt to ma& their work, and in a greater sense, their lives visible in the social contexts

of Burma, Thailand and Canada.
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CHAPTER 4
METHODS

PART 1. MY PATH TO THIS RESEARCH

Using qualitative methods, includisgmistructured interviewssthnographic
researcland photographyhis studyexplores the meaning and interpretation of weaving
by Karenrefugeewomenfrom Burmain the contextual frameworks of resettlement in
both Thairefugee campandRegina, Saskatchewan Canada.

My personal interest ithe weaving bKaren womerstems from my own social
work experiences with Karen women weavers resettled in Canada and my work with
Karen and Karenni refugee women in Ban Mai Nai Soi refugee camp situated on the
TharBurma border. My interest in weaviigrivedfrom a dsire to understand the
phenomena of traditional weaving by Karen women as they transitioned from life in
Burma to Thai refugee camps to resettlement in third countries such as Genaed as
my commitment to feminist and critical research pursuingdrnurights and social justice
in the field of social work

Working as a settlement social worker in Regina, | became exposed to both the

lived experiences of newcomers as they settled in Canada, and also to theobtcad

’

Cart

framework in which thetermdo A i mmi gr ant o, Arefugeed and
often heard | anguage commonly wused to cate
unskilledo and fAneducated vs. uneduc-ated, O
descript and extremely demeaning.£ig ns hi p and | mmi gAnrauali on
report to parliament on immigratioet at e s , At he numbmostofof di sp!

them unskilled is predicted to grow substantially as the world population increases by 2

billion peopl e0Mp.6t The 20y0eepaiitheZ @rénd state Of
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multiculturalism in Canada and research themes in multiculturalism -2008),

di scusses t He viedesa toying téporglyeesidentsi ather,

Ahi ghl y mtootiinglprefesgidnaisitceunskilled migrant workers on repeat
temporary work per-&m0)s. ohi( €1 Cie®@0a6D, AipnskRD
positions the wives and children accompany
aogso with Iittle economic value, and subse

é that 60% figure for economiclass immigrants is very misleading. It also

includes the dependents the primary immigrant brings witi dimah usually it is a

A h i émAnd a great numbeaf the female spouses from quite a few of our source

countres were pretty unlikely to work (Collins, 2010).

As | worked in the area of resettlement, | began to struggle with these social
constructions around dAskil | etthchedaotlk laGel ns ki |
When | visited the homes of Karen people, | withessed how many skills exist among the
people, including weaving, basket making, and an incredible knowledge and
understanding of nature. And yet, these pieces of knowledge, becoialdririv

resettl ement and the hol ders of this knowl

di spl aced persons. o0 The skills and knowl ed
to Canadaarenever explored in settl enemuinitywor k no
because it | acks what 1is considered fiecono

decided that | wanted to expose knowledge that has been ignored in resettlement. |
wanted to hear the voices of women weavers and understand what thissskikduat for

them and hear about the transitions their weaving has talowanted to hear their
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thoughts about the future, what they want to see happen with their knowledge and skill,
both as refugees and as newcomers to Canada.

For multiplereasa®t, i ncl uding the trivializing o
oppression of ethnic minorities in Burma, | could firety little discourse concerning
traditional weaving practices of Karen women, much less information that considers their
own perspectivesAs Burma has remained closed to almost all journalism and academic
research over the last sixty years of military rule, information regarding weaving comes
from either early 28 century norfeminist anthropological reports on the Karen people
(Marshall,1922); literature on weaving, most of which was collected prior to the
democracy crackdowns in 1988 (Fraker 1988); or brief descriptions in pre
resettlement material designed to inform settlement agencies on Karen culture (Barron,
2007).

Minimal literature exist with regard to the benefit of weaving for income
generation for Karen women living in Thai refugee camps. These reports are mostly
compiled byor in participation witiNGOs working with women to generate income on
their weaving and the discuss is almost entirelgoncentrated on the occupational and
economic empowerment aspects of weawnd does not consider the complex personal
meanings, behaviours and interpretations of weaving in a contextual framework of
culture, identity and displacemie(WEAVE, 2009 KWO, 20100).

The most detailed study | could locateecifically speaking tthe weaving of
refugee women from Bur ma, was Dudleyob6s wor
women as expressed through Kk bueleyrprovidesr adi t i o

valuable insight into the transition of wh
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considered Aimoderno as Karenni peopl e sett
highlights the importance of cultural dress, and subsequentitidred weaving, in the

changing cultural and political identities of Karenni women (Dudley, 2007). She

attributes the changes to cultural dress of Karenni women within the camps to their

access to education, Christianity and modernity and how this engageevalues
traditional female clothing (Dudl ey, 2007)
to include resettlement and what might be considered a second wave of modernity that
impacts and changes social and cultural identity for ethnic refugeeewfrom Burma.

I n addition to Dudleybds research with K
Humphreys discuss the participation of migrant women in craft based income generation
programs in Thailandl'he two authors provide dichotomous positions regarding the
status of women participating imeaving programs dependent on the marketability of
their productsin her exploration of empowerment, Snydencluded that the
participation of refugee women on the Hiairma border in NGO training programs,
including vocabnal education in knitting, sewing and haircutting, increased the pride
and seHlconfidence of the participants as well as challenged traditional patriarchal
gendered divisions of labol2@1]). In her research, she further resolved that formal
educationn combination with training improved the lives of some young women and
provided them with opportunities other than subsistence farming as their former lives in
Burma would have allowe(®011)

Alternatively, Humphreys research highlights the shortcomafigscome
generation programs that seek to support ethnic and migrant women in Thailand (1999).

Humphreys raises concern that the craft industry, almost exclusively built on the
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traditional work of women, is unsustainable due to its dependenceadatiée tourist

andforeignmar ket (1999) . Further, she expl ores 1

wor k as fAhome basedo and finatural 06 which a

as unskilled labour and results in women being paid low wages fomtbiir(1999). She

concludes that themnathematical, technical and scientsiills requiredto weaveare not

natural butoth taught and learnehd deserve greater attention, shifting the perception

of womendés work from unskilled to skilled
As third country resettlemefar the Karen peoplenly began in 2006, the topic

is still quite new and as such, very little discourse exigtsuld not find any published

research regarding Karen weaving in resettlement, howeleifind one unpublished

studentpaperfrom theUniversity of Utah, discussing an occupational restoration

program developed through the Occupatidrnerapy departmenThe progranihas been

designed to provide space and purpose for Karen women towenteaving in

resettlemen{Stephenson, Gibson & Watsoithe findings from this study indicate that

although the context has changed for Karen women, from Thai refugee camps to

American cities, the meaning of weaving has remained consistent throughngigdn

(Stephenson et allhe researchers concluded that the Karen women involved in the

restoration of weaving in resettlement found participating in the program a valuable way

to show angreserveheir cultureas well agyaina sense of empowermehtoughthe

social networksreated in a communal location designed for wea{@tgphenson et al.)

Despite efforts of restoratiothefinancial pressure of life in the United States and the

lack of entrepreneurial opportunities offered through weavirggaveonsistent theme



54

offered by the participants amesulted ina dismissal of weaving hyanyKarenwomen
choosingnsteado engage in paid employment (Stephenson et al.).

Although | found this initial study informative with regard to the importance of
weaving in the lives of Karen women, | was interested in further exploring nuances in
contextual meaning that may have been missing from this research. Additionally, |
wanted to conduct research in Saskatchewan, where restoration programs for weaving
havenot been developed, to understand whether women were interested in participating
in the restoration of weaving in Canada and whether their perspectives on weaving
differed from those expressed in the study from Utah.

| approached the refugee servingargaz at i on, Womends Advanc
Education for Employment (WEAVE) located on the FTBarma border about the
possibility of completing both my graduate field placement with their organization as
well as conducting thesis research with their support. WEA\EH organization with
projects that nAnattempt to address some of
women and their children from Burma in the key areas of education, health, economic
empowermentand selffel i ancedo ( WEAVE, 2e0t4VEBAVE offehsr o u g h
educational and economic generation programs for refugee women in camps on-the Thai
Burma border. With regard to the support for research, | specifically was interested in
WEAVEOGsSs help in obtaining aeugeesanpsffartben Th ai
purpose of collecting ethnographic data and conductingseodtured interviews. | was
also interested in the support of WEAVE to recruit participants and interpreters for the
study. WEAVE accepted my proposals and | completed niyy lecement through the

months of September 2011 to November 2011, with data collection for this study taking
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pl ace in November 2011. My field placement
study program in Ban Mai Nai Soi refugee camp, with Karen and Kaveymen |
conducted five senstructured interviews with Karen women in Umpiem Mai refugee
camp and Mae La refugee camp. | visited Umpiem Mai and Mae La camp for one day
each. | worked in Ban Mai Nai Soi refugee camp, on average, three days a wee& for n
weeks.

As | was interested in exploring the value placed on weaving, the desire to weave
among the women and the puspdor weaving in each locatiomhgtgeneralquestions
that infornedthis researciwere:How and why do women weave? What aspects of
weaving are important to Karen womeh®w does forced displacement and resettlement
impact the act of weaving for Karen women?
PART 2. THE METHODS

Although I was not initially committed to completing this study within the
perspective of feminist researdreventually found comfort in the use of feminist
methodologies for multiple reasons. First, feminist research is concerned with the lives of
women and the telling of stories by women for women (Reinharz, 1992;-Bdsse&
Leckenby, 2004). Asgdtartedto conduct my researchbeganto understand the
importance of gender in the stories that were being interpreted by the women participants,
the female interpreters and me, the female researcher. Weaving is gendered, the stories
that emerge from weavingestories constructed by women, from the perspectives of
women and are ultimately otextually interpreted by womensAa result, it can be
proposed that thetoriesarealsofi f o r 0 both m tha individual and in the

collective.
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In jointly creating the stories that emerge from this research, feminist
methodologiegncouraged me toirther deconstruaghe multiple dimensions of gender
in the coconstruction oktory-telling (Mehrota, 2010)The interpretations dhe
weaving storiepresentd in this researchrea combined result of the gendered
experiences of the participants, as BesmKaren refugee women weavers from Thai
refugee camps resettling or anticipating resettlement in third countries, as a white
Canadian female student visitifi@pai refugeecamps to collect research andedsicated
English speaking female Karen interpretdr@® under st and the mul tipl
lives it is important to consider thenets of age, race, class, citizenship, education, level
occupation, naticaity andindependenca intersedion with gender(Mehrota, 2010).
These intersections togeth@pport theconstruction othis collective narrativeof
weaving whichconcers the lives of womernd seeks to teditoriesby women for
women.

Secondlymy choice to settle in feminist research grew out of knowiwgnted to
use multiple methods, but was unsure iow i s t r tbgetigedlt washingportant for
meto conduct semstructured interviews to hedrd stories of the women weavdralso
wanted o collect contextual data through participant observat®well agake
photographs to display thelric art created by the womenliothdisseminate at least
partial research data to the women participants who are unable to read and write and
create pitures which highlight the contextual changes that the women have experienced.
| found the ability to link these components togetheoughthe use of feminist
methodologiesk-eminist research acknowledges that multiple methods may be used and

combined ina way that allows for the collection of the broadest of perspectives (Hesse
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Biber & Leckenby, 2004Mehrota, 201D . AFeminist researchers n
to gain access and understanding into the world around them and may in fact use multiple
met hods within the same studyo -Biberc® man and
Leckenby, 2004, p. 209). In this way, feminist research allows for the theoretical
frameworks, methodologies and methods to develop throughout the research and does not
restrict the process to the early stages of the design (HBbse & Leckenby, 2004).

Finally, I am attracted to the commitment of feminist research in the struggle to
i mprove the |ives of women. AFeminism thro
concernedwith ct i on and s o aibar & Leckbnayn 20@op( 228.s s e
Through a commitment to social action and change, feminist research draws attention to
the linkage between power and knowledge (H&ber & Leckenby, 2004). This speaks
to my own concern ithe socially constructed view of refugee and immigrant women as
Aunskill edd and Auneducated. 0 Those women
very little opportunity to express their knowledge in their own way or exercise the power
situated in thiknowledge. | am concerned with and committed to structural change and
social justicethatgsek s t o v al ue wandndemtifyisg pwesitvatece d g e
within Aknowing, o6 and also recognizes the
knowledge.

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS

For this study | conducted sesstructured interviews with 10 Karen women
weavers in two contextual locations; refugee camps on theBihraaa border and in
Regina, Saskatchewan Canada. Five women were interviewed in Thailanevanb

in Regina. The criteria to take part in the study required the participants(tpdbKaren
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woman (ii) currently living in or have previously lived in a refugee camp in Thailand (iii)
currently practicing or previously practiced traditdbackstrap loom weaving (ivypver
the age of 18As a component of the semiructured interviews, women were asked to
bring articles that they had woven to both discuss during the interview as well as for me
to photograph following the interview. All of the wren interviewed identified as Karen
women weavers in or having previously lived in Thai refugee camps, and although many
did not know their exact age, their ages ranged between approximately 30 to 60 years old.
Before beginning each interviewérbally aitlined andexplained the purpose for
theresearctand the process of the interview$isincluded my position on anonymity
and confidentialitywhich allowedthe women to choose whether to use a pseudonyms or
their real name in the study. This was impattto me as | wanted the women to have the
choiceof havingtheir name associated with the weaving art that would be displayed in
photographs throughout my document. In discussing her use of pseudonyms in feminist
ethnographic research with young womee kg wr i tes, fiThey were e
pseudonyms, wanting to see their names with theintermt s i n plwanted 06 (199
to leave the choice of pseudonyms up to the women | was interviewing, especially as |
consider them to be fabric artists anchtesl them to have their work recognized if they
choseAll the women I interviewed chose to use their real names in the study.
In addition, all of the women signed consent to have their weaving photographed,
their interviews audio recorded and direct gtioins to be used. As well, the women
agreed for me to collect ethnographic research, where applicable and the women in
Thailand agreed to allow me to transport their data to Canada. Finally all of the women

requested a copy of the final report. The documall be delivered to the women in



59

Thailand via WEAVE and hand delivered or mailed to those individuals living in Regina.
The audio recordings and consent forms were for my use only and were not shared with
WEAVE or any other individuals.

Thailand

Theinterviews in Thailand were conducted in two locations on the-Bbana
border. Three women were interviewed in Umpiem Mai refugee camp, located 87 km
south of the Thai city of Mae Sot. Two women were interviewed in Mae La refugee
camp, located 57 km nibr of Mae Sot. All participants in both locations were recruited
through WEAVE prior to the day of the interviews. The women recruited to participate in
the research were all/l i nvolved in WEAVEOGS
interpreters were used both locations and also recruited through WEAVE prior to the
day of the scheduled interviews. Interpreters were compensated for their work at a rate
establishedhy WEAVE.

The Umpiem Mai interviews were conducted on November 21, 2011. The
interviews were pproximately 60 minutes in length including time spent taking
photographs of t H ;terwaawsweere@sduetes aitting anghe floAr
in a community building |l ocated next to th
chosen by WEAVE staff anglarticipants were asked to attend the WEAVE office in the
morning to share lunch followed by participating in interviews with myself. As part of
the agreement with WEAVE, | provided funding for lunch which was prepared in the
WEAVE office by staff and shiad by staff, participants and myself. Due to time
restrictions allocated to visitation within the camp, the three interviews were conducted

consecutivelyver a three hour period.
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The interviews in Mae La were conducted on November 23, 2011. Again the
interviews were approximately 60 minutes in length including time spent taking
photographe®ft he womendés weaving. The interviews
section of a personal home next to the WEAVE office located in the camp. All interviews
were caoducted at a low table sitting on the floor of the house. The location was chosen
by WEAVE staff after | requested a quieter location than was initially offered located in
the WEAVE office. Again, lunch was provided by me for staff and participants and
sewved in the WEAVE office. One interview was conducted before lunch and one after,
leaving time for participant observation and interaction with other women fabric artists
making products in the WEAVE office.

| used an interview guide for all of the intesws but as my interviews were semi
structured, | allowed for the participants to take the interview in the directions they were
interested. | used the guide during lulls in the conversation or to help direct the interview.
After the initial three intenaws in Umpiem Mai, | adjusted the interview guide slightly
to help trigger questions that | was concerned had been missed in the initial interviews.

Canada

The interviews in Canada were conducted with 5 women in Regina
Saskatchewan between the dateBedfruary 3 to 16, 2012. | hired a local Karen woman
as an interpreter to assist with the recruitment of participants as well as conduct the
interviews. The interpreter was financially compensated for her work at a rate suggested
by the local settlement cagization in Regina.

The participants in Regina were recruited through snowball sampling. | initially

spoke to one Karen women weaver | had known from my previous work with weavers in
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Regina. The woman agreed to participate in the study herself, aswelhtact friends
of hers that were weavers whom she thought might be interested. As interpretation was
required to speak with the women, | was provided with the names of the individuals
expressing initial interest and had the interpreter call them taiexple study and
confirmtheir interest. The interpreter then set up interview dates and times with each
individual participant.

In Regina, | followed the same interview guide as in Thailand for the initial set of
guestions with an additional sectiongafestions regarding resettlement in Canada.
Because of the additional questioning, the interviews in Regina lasted between 90 and
120 minutes which included time for taking photographs of the wea&lhtihe women
interviewed lived in Regina andsuggestd the women choose a place for the interview
to take place that was most comfortable and convenient for them. All but one woman
chose heown home for the interview with the remaining individual choosing the home
of her friend. All the interviews wereacoduct ed on the floor of th
in all but one interview, many people coming and going throughout the interview
process.

ETHNOGRAPHY

In addition to conducting serstructured interviews, | also participated in two
forms of ethnographic research. | was engaged in participant observation with women
whil e conducting interviews and it consi st
womends | ives and where the activity of wesze
received consent from the women involved in the research, to observe, particularly in

Canada, where in their homes they may be weaving and how weaving fits into their
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current Ife. The second form of participant observation was conducted without obtaining
consent and was a more indirect data gathering of context with regard to life in Karen
villages on the ThaBurma border and within the refugee camps. | draw from my own
experences in ThaKaren villages on the border, my work with Karen and Karenni
women in Thai refugee camps and my experience working and visiting Karen women in
Regina.

In both forms of ethnographic data collection, | used reflexive journaling as way
to reord my own experiences, thoughts, interpretations and observations. After every
visit to the camp, | would spend at least a half an hour making notes about the day. In
addition, | also took photos to compliment my journal writings. With regard to
ethnograpy as part of the research interviews, | took time to take notes and make
recordings when | returned to my home following the interview(s). In the more indirect
contextual journaling, | have drawn from the overall three month period | was working
with WEAVE and living in Thailand. Parts of the indirect participant observation was
collected through an active participant
study program; participating in presentations and talks in the camp; visiting camp
agencies in@ompaniment with cavorkers and residents of the camps; and visiting
ThatrKaren villages. As well, additional information was gathered as a participant
observer noting the day to day life within the camps, the interactions between camp
residents and Thaiuthorities and the physical environment of the camps.

The ethnographic observations provided additional insight into the political,
social, economic anculturalcontexs which shaped my analysis of weaving. It provided

me with a greater understandingtioé phenomena of weaving for women in Burma,
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Thailand and Canada. My ethnographical observations and descriptions are based on my
own interpretations of what | saw, what | did, who | interacted with and the biased lens in
which | view the world. As Van Manen states,

éthe | anguage and model s thatthet hnogr ap

conceptual tools that precede the doing of ethnograsimwape what will be seen

in the field, written in the report, and read by those who purchase their texts

(2004, p 435).

My lens is informed by my work as a settlement social worker and as a social
work graduate student working with refugee women from a human rights and social
justice perspective. | have attempted to place my ethnographic research in the genre of
feminist critical ethnography. | am situated in feminist ethnography by focusing on the
lived experiences of women by looking at what may, in-fesninist literature, be
considered trivial and mundangeaving (Reinharz, 1992). In exploring the symbolic
mearnngs of weaving in the contexts of displacement, relocation and resettlement, | am
also positioned in what Van Maanen calls critical ethnography (2004).

Critical ethnographies provide another genre wherein the represented culture is

located within a largehistorical, political, economic, social, and symbolic context

than is said to be recognized by cultural members. This pushes the writer to move
beyond traditional ethnographic interests and frameworks when constructing the

text (Van Maanen, 2004, p. 433)

Finally, language and the barriers of language are important factors warranting
consideration in both my methods of sestructured interviews and participant

observation. Although | had access to interpreters during my interviews and to a large
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extent while | worked and visited the camps, | am aware that my own inability to speak
Karen is a limitation to my ethnographic inquiry. As such, the participant observation
data collected and presented in this research does not include a language analysis
Further, the quotations used from the setniictured interviews have derived directly

from the transcriptions and although | have bridged some disconnections in quotations
with words seemingly missed to help communicate the main idea, | have chossteto m
only minor alterations to the language used. Although | acknowledge that this means in
many cases there are grammatical errors in the quotations, | did not want to edit what was
being relayed by the interpreters into a grammatically correct versibeiotlialogue, as

| believe this could result in quotations virtually unrecognizable from their transcribed
form. In addition, although the quotations are direct responses from the participants, the
interpreters dictated the responses in the third peraoative. | chose to use the

guotations directly from the transcription as was stated by the interpreters and not alter
the pronouns to first person view, as | wanted to edit as little as possible of what was

directly transcribed from the audio recordings

PHOTOGRAPHY

| chose to include photos in this study to allow space for the visual recording of
each womandés weaving art and the unique pr
inform her work. According to Prosser & Schwartz, the use of photograjshial
records can fAésystematically record visual
events, pl aces, signs and symbolTeegusent beha
photography in this document is intended to both record visuallgathiextual contrasts

and similarities of space and time for the Karen women as they weave in one location to
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another and offer the reader a richer medium to experience the art of weaving than
written description alone can provide. In describing the ceqgtwf context in
et hnographic research, Crang & Cook state,
show some object or place that would be hard to describe vividly or concisely in words
al oneod ( 2 Ohe taking pf photbgaphs allowed me, asthnographic
researcher, an additional tool to collect rich, detailed and contextualized data for later
reflection and analysis (Ball & Gilligan, 2010).

The process of taking photos of the weaving art created by the wanmeded
methe opportunityto consider the idea of a reciprocal relationdoimedbetween
myself and the weavers linked thrduthe production and viewing of thesualmediums
of weaving and photographyisual communication is the transmission of a message by
a producer to an aughce through a visual medium, ranging from the creation of fabric
and clothing to film making and photography (Ball & Gilligan, 2010). The transmission
of a message from one person to another creates a relationship between the producer and
the audience whh is mediated through the visual product (Ball & Gilligan, 2010). In this
relationship, the producer creates the visual medium and the audience views the product
while constructing cultural and social meaning about the medium (Ball & Gilligan,
2010).

In my research with the weavers, a reciprocal relationship of visual
communication was created in that both the weavers and | assumed the roles of producer
and audience at different points within the research process. When considering weaving
as a communicain tool, the women weavers were the producers and | the audience

viewing their product to understand meaning. Alternatively when | was taking photos of
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the weaving, | became the producer and the women became the initial audience, viewing
the weaving on thecreen of my digital camera, as well as eventually included in a
broader audienc&iewing the medium on paper in the dissemination of the research.
Additionally, during one interview in Mae La camp the weaver and the interpreter
became cgroducers of ta photographs and | the audience, as it was decided | should
model the weaving while they took photographs. The participant suggested ways in
which to place her woven scarf on me, while the interpreter operated the camera. This
role reversal in producer diconsumer of the photography not only opened additional
opportunities for communication, it also provided a reciprocal relationship in terms of
participant and researcher, as |, sitting on the opposite side of the camera, became more

aware of what it fellike to be a participant in this research study.

A photo of me in Mae Law camp wearing a scarf woven by Naw Pay The photo was taken by the

interpreter with the assistance of Naw Pay.
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PART 3. CODING AND DATA ANALYSIS

Upon my return to Canada | trscribed the audio recordings of all the interviews
conducted in Thailand. In Regina, | transcribed each interview within two days of
conducting it. In listening to the audio recordings for transcription, there were times that |
felt | ike thaintdiview pracess Espegially imThailand, there were long
conversations in Karen between the participant and the interpreter, which the interpreter
then relayed to me as, Al canot expl ain.
specifically abouthe weaving techniques for making certain patterns or the discussion of
how particular designs were made. | believe the interpreters often found it difficult to
explain the difficult technical aspects of weaving that used words they were unfamiliar
with sud as warp and weft to describe the process. | struggled with how to transcribe
these moments. In the end | decided to continue the conversation simply as was relayed
in English. | also considered hiring another interpreter in Canada to listen to the
transciptions and reinterpret them for me, but as | could not contact the women in the
refugee camps to receive their approval of this, | decided against it.

The audio recordings also provided excellent contextual detail for me of the
womenos | i wmesed, or forgdttenidurihgahe interview process. While
listening to the first interviews from Thailand, | was surprised to hear the sounds of the
camp picked up on the audio recordings. In Umpiem Mai it was the soft clucking of
chickens walking aroundhé interview room, with the occasional dog barking. In Mae
La, the sounds were so loud that at times | had a hard time listening to the interview. | am
not sure how | had missed the sounds of blaring music, of women laughing while they

sewed in the WEAVE ffice and of helicopters flying overhead. In Canada, the sounds of

0
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the womendés house ranged from silence in t
people present, to loud busy homes full of family and friends, with phones ringing and
TVs playing. Whenistening to the audio recordingsh e Aibusynes&® of t he
lives was revealed, as the recordings exposed that the interviewsanehaectecamongst
children running and jumping around, visitors coming and going and side conversations
happening in andround thaliscussions we were having about weaving

In addition, | noticed in the audio recordings, that the interviews, especially those
from Regina, contained a lot of the laughter, both by the participants and by me. | felt
compelled to include [laugér] in my transcription of the interviews. | have always found
humour and laughter to be a way of connecting in my social work practice, and | was
interested to learmuch laughter could be found throughout regearciprocessesas
well. My interpretatiorof the laughter in the interviews is settled in the merging feelings
of nervousness, excitement, and warm connection between women. In feminist
met hodol ogi es the inclusion of feelings du
(HesseBiber & Leckenby 2004),

The instances of potent and powerful connection between interviewer and
respondent are in part consequences of careful listening and an operieeks to
during the interview. Here we see the feminist reseapmiesentin the oral

history process, allowing herself the ability to listen to the flow of her emotions
and the bonds created within the interview process (Heibsz & Leckenby,
2004, p. 217).

| transcribed all the interviews from Thailand in January 2012 and began coding
after | had finished transcription. | transcribed and coded each interview in Regina within
two days of completing the interview and usually before the next interview toak plac

reviewed each transcript and did an initial line by line coding recording of reoccurring
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themes. | then reviewed the transcriptions a second time coding each interview
chronologically: in Burma; in Thai refugee camps; in Canada. After forming
chronobgical categories, | organized data into specific themes under each context. These
specific themes formed the subcategoftesd in Chapter 6~indings from my
ethnographic data collection supplemented these findings, as did the photographs | took.
The clapters providing contextual background for the lives of Karen women and
subsequently their weaving are also informed by my ethnographical observations.

|l nterpreting the womends stories throug
that | was actually pviding a third interpretation of what weaving means for Karen
women. The first chosen story was told by the participant to the interpreter, who then
expressed her version of the story seen through her lens to me, with a final interpretation
of the data enducted by me. When reviewing the interviews there were many
unanswered questions, especially in the interviews in Thailand that | wished | could have
understood better. | found that in some instances the women hinted at ideas, for example,
concerns withncome generation projects, but because | cannot clarify with certainty, in
the end | am left interpreting what it is | think they were saying. Althdugtve the
normal reservations regarding consistency of data that comeawittucting qualitative
resarch | am confidenthat | have ceauthored stories that are representadivehat the
women have told me and through the use of participant observation and photography
have triangulated the data for reliability. Additionallyelieve my own work witlihe
Karen people and the relationships | have formed and maintained continue to validate the

credibility of the stories | have interpreted from the weavers.
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I n Awriting upo the ethnography, I i ncl
Chapter5 The Womea and Their Weavingp, at the same time as highlight the
uniqueness of each woman story, also form a collection of stories expressed by Karen
women weavers. Ethnography, especially that positioned in a critical and feminist stance,
has moved ttomefiuntetkd and general 06 (Van
descriptions of #fAcultural o sayings and doi
interpretation of member sayings and doings (Geertz, 1973 as cited in Van Maanen,
2004). Although many women reportsichilar experiences, | chose to repeat as little as
possible in the personal stories of the women and highlight the individuality of each
womanodos experience. Yet at the same ti me a
through personal stories, | wantiedalso create a contextual storyline for the Karen
women weavers in how weaving symbolically represents the social and cultuesdtson
of village life in Burmapeinga refugee in Thai refugee camps aesettlement in
Canadi an ci t i erswalksfafire ime betwsen batarcsgetlze refforts to
seek knowledge that is capable of making generalizations about women as a group and
the recognition that all -Bibeo&tedkehlogye2004,s s ocCi
p. 214).

In the analysis ofte photos taken for this project | considered the factors of
content, composition and production as tools to choose the photos to include in the final
document (Crang & Cook, 2007). Thentextualphotosof spacewere choseto expose
the geographical amtkvelopment settings of each location with consideration to not
uncover the location of homes or community spaces of the wdmsaelecting

photographs of the weaving and weaving materials to include, | agdrtgpchoose
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photos that compiaented the stees chosen to be discussed by each individual woman.

The images available to be captured were based on the choice of weaving articles and
items brought by the women to the interview however the composition and editing of the
photos was leftto my interprt at i on. Crang & Cook write,
in preference to others, the researcheros
6r ecor do (200, . 166) toocam aware that my interpretation of the data

through selectioandeditingis inextricably present in the photographs displayed in this

document.
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CHAPTER 5

THE WOMEN AND THEIR WEAVING
Bway Bway was born in a village surrounded by mountains and far away from cities in
Karen State. When she was fifteen weald her mother began to teach her about the work
that was required of Karen women including working on the farm, growing cotton, dying
thread and learning how to weave. Bway Bway was happy to begin her education as she was
eager to learn everything thegple of her community knew and feel a sense of belonging
with the women in her village. Although her weaving education began with her mother, many
other women, including friends, aunts and relatives, happily shared their knowledge with
Bway Bway. With heweaving skills, Bway Bway was not only able to help her mother but

eventually make clothes and other belongings for her husband and children.

Bway Bwayo6és | ife was devastated in 1999 when
(SLORC) came to her Nage The SLORC arrested her with her small daughter, and

murdered her husband. After being released, Bway Bledyo Mae Ra Moe refugee camp

in Thailand where she |ived for 10 years. Wh
of her weaving materials, but after just a few weeks, she had remade what she needed from

the trees around her and was weaving @gzen. By weaving she could earn a little money

to pay her childrenéds school fees and buy fo

other opportunities.

In 2009 Bway Bway was resettled in Regina, Canada. Although she brought some ttems wi
her, Bway Bway fashioned a new loom out of a broken bed frame and other spare wood she
could find using a knife her father had made in Burma. TodagyBway continues to

weave bushe is no longer making clothing for her family or itemsaib sow $1e weaves

for herself.
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Two pieces of Bway Bwaybés |l oom and the kni
made in Thailand from the Betel Nut tree and the piece on the right was made from scrap wood in Canada
Bway

fe she wu
B w a yni@ade thie kntfehineBurma and she brought it to Canada as a memory.
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The pattern from a traditional married womands sh
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For generations the elders in December Pawbs
farming, weaving and se#iufficiency to the next generation, continuing their culture and

traditional ways of life. Like those before her, December Paw learned how to weave as an
adolescent girl in preparation for her work as a community member, amiife mother.

Although December Paw was able to learn the basics of cotton making, thread dying and

weaving in Burma, the persecution of her people, the destruction of their livelihood and their

forced displacement forever shattered her life as she knew it.

fithe enemy movement a lot in the village, if they attack the village they destroy all things and

burn the house and she didndét have anything
were killed by the Bur meshe &dramye darmod rallnsalHert
and she have to stay in the forest and never

December Paw fled to Thailand in 1995 at the age of twenty with her husband and two
children. During her eleven years in Thailand, December Paw was moveddadlifferent

refugee camps with a final settlement in Mae La Oo camp. With her knowledge of the forest,
December Paw was able to make new materials for weaving out of bamboo and earn some
money by selling her weaving to friends. She also learned am@vwimodern patterns and
designs in the camp as many people brought ideas back from their visits to Thai and Burmese

cities.

In 2006 December Paw and her family resettled in Regina. As she was one of the first
families to come to Canada for resettlemshg had very little information about what she

was allowed to bring with her, and as a result, left all of her weaving materials behind. She
has since remade a loom but as she is extremely busy with work and school, she no longer
has very much time to weavDecember Paw is very concerned that the next generation of
Karen children living in Canada will not know how to weave or be able to identify with their

culture by wearing traditional clothes.
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December Paw made this shirt special for her move tod2atiatook her four days to weave the black
base and one month to do the colourful embroidery. December Paw explained that in her village the
patterns on married womends shirts were embroidere
villages.

These are womenédés sl eeves that are traditionally
explained that womené6és sl eeves can be many col our s
black or red thread.



76

MaBowasborninavilagemer t he city of Padan in Karen st
the city, Ma Bo did not have the need or the opportunity to learn to weave as a young

woman. Instead of making her clothing, as the other women from more remote villages did,

she simply purcased Burmese clothing in the city market. Ma Bo advised that as a child she

was al ways interested in weaving but wasnot
some of the older women in her village knew how to weave, Ma Bo indicated that they were

not interested in passing on the knowledge to the younger generation. While living in Burma

Ma Bods days were spent mostly working in th

In 2000 Ma Bo was forced to leave Burma and seek refuge in Thailand. She has lived in Ma

La refugee camp siecahat time. When Ma Bo arrived in the refugee camp she decided that

she wanted to learn to weave and asked her mother in law to teach her. Her mother in law
happily agreed to do so and Ma Bo has now been weaving for the last 11 years. Ma Bo
advised thatlee was motivated to learn to weave by the prospect of making money for her
family and obtaining the knowledge to create something beautiful. She also expressed a deep
belief that weaving is an important part of Karen culture and that the knowledge saould b
passed on to the next generation. Ma Bo indicated that she will teach her daughter to weave
when she is old enough to learn and she also enjoys the social aspect of helping her neighbors

and friends with their own weaving.

Ma Bo is involved in the weang income generation program offered in Ma La camp.
Although she is happy to make a profit from weaving, Ma Bo advised that she will continue
to weave even if there is no longer a market. She explained that she will weave for the next

generation and for Kan cultue.
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Wil e |

Ma Bo holding the shawl she has made for the income generation group. It took her about 3 days of
firel axedo weaving complete. She will earn 150

Taken from Ma Bobs shawl, the photo depicts the tri
me kgledit was translated to me as: eye; owl eye; owl face). It is a very common pattern used in most
Karen weaving.
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Naw Day started to learn toeave in her village located in the mountains of Papun district in

Karen state when she was about thirteen or fourteen years old. During that time, children in

her village did not have the opportunity to go to school but Naw Day had a deep desire to

learn and be educated. Because of this drive to learn, she asked her mother to teach her to
weave. As Naw Dayods village was very far fro
her mother did not want to waste her precious thread on childhood mistakes., Instead

mother taught Naw Day to weave using the bark of the boh wah boh tree. The peeled bark is
string like and can be used to teach the techniques of weaving. Once Naw Day had mastered
weaving with the bark, her mother allowed her the opportunity to veggawving with thread.

Over the years Naw Day continued to weave and learned many traditional patterns from her

mot her as wel | as her mot her 6s friends.

In 1999 Naw Day was forced to leave her village in Burma and flee to Thailand. She was
initially resetted in an undisclosed Thai refugee camp before moving to Umpiem Mai
refugee camp in 2000 where she has lived ever since. Now that Naw Day lives in a refugee
camp, she uses the patterns taught to her by her mother to make money for her family
through incomeyeneration initiatives in the camp. Naw Day indicated that the traditional
Karen designs she learned in Burma are now being woven to create new products such as

blouses, pillows and shawils for sale outside the camp.

Naw Day believes that weaving is orarfpof Karen education that must be passed on.

Although she has sons, who will not learn to weave, she does teach and help many of her
friends and their daughters to learn. Naw Day advised that culture is very important to her

and she would continue to @xe even if no one wanted to buy her products as she will keep

the traditions she learned from her mother and pass what she has made on to her sons and the

next generation.



This piece of fabric woven by Naw Day will be cut into 4 pieces and sewnilldwgases. It took her 7
days of fulltime work to weave and was ordered by the income generation project.

A scarf woven by Naw Day
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