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Abstract

This report focuses on issues of religion and identity among the Karen. It
addresses questions frequently posed by students and general public alike: Who are the
Karen ? How are they differentiated from other ethnic groups? Are the Karen in Myanmar
the same as those in Thailand ? What accounts for the fighting between Burmese and
Karen in Burma? How are the Karen different from other Hill Tribes? What religion do
the Karen follow? Does change in religion lead to change in identity?

Readers will find answers to these questions in this report, which is divided into
four chapters: 1) Ethnic Identity of the Karen in Burma 2) Ethnic Identity of the Karen in
Thailand 3) Religion Conversion and Ethnic Identity and 4) Karen across the Borders:
Fighting for Survival. The report is the result of historical study (based on archives,
documents and other literature) and field research (conducted in Tha Song Yang District,
Tak Province). The general conclusions are summarized below:

® The term “Karen” - and the same word in other languages, such as Kayin in Burmese
and Yang in Northern Thai - is the general term for many small, stateless cultural
groups living in remote and mountainous areas in eastern Burma and western
Thailand. They traditionally were located between lowland kingdoms. In the colonial
and modern state periods, the term was used to designate people who shared the same
Karenic language group. Various cultural groups were classified as sub-groups of the
Karen even though they did not know, nor could they even communicate with, each
other. However, the discourse of the Karen as one nation was later developed with the
support of both colonizers and Christian missionaries in Myanmar. In Thailand, the
Karen have been officially categorized as one among several Hill Tribes. The term
‘Karen’ then becomes “social reality’ as it is increasingly used by the public, and
Karen peoples themselves, to denote one ethnic group comprising many subgroups.

e Different historical processes create different social experiences for the same ethnic
group living in different nation-states. In Myanmar, colonization and Christian
missions have had a great impact on the form of ethnic relations. Many secessionist
movements emerged soon after independence and some, including that of the Karen,
have continued until today. In contrast, over the last twenty years in Thailand many
development organizations, led by ethnic peoples themselves, have emerged in
response to the negative impact of modernization and centralization. Their aim is
empowerment of their people, not separation from the Thai state. They demand that
the Thai government recognize them as full citizens and desist from any ethnic
discrimination.

® At the individual level, coexist the experience and consciousness of being a citizen of
one nation and a member of a local group. The sense of citizenship is powerful, the
result of many state mechanisms (in education, mass media, administration, politics
etc.) that work to instill a sense of national loyalty and unity. Identification as citizen
is also related to expected rights and benefits. On a practical level, one can belong to
several groups at the same time, based on ties of religion, locality, kinship, etc. For
the individual, the process of ethnic identification is thus complex. One identity is the
result of the decision of an individual in the specific context of space and time. It is a
strategic and positional decision but one also related to the experiences, the
attachment, the faith and the emotion of an individual with a group. Several cases in
this report bear out this assertion.
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