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Refugee camps are often depicted as temporary 
and isolated spaces in which lives of refugees are 
understood as bare, stuck in between, or waiting.

However, as refugee camps around the world are 
increasingly turning into long-term camps, and 
temporariness becomes permanence, dominant 
discourses about the refugee camp no longer ade-
quately address the changing situation.

Through extensive ethnographic fieldwork in the 
Mae La camp and the Thailand-Burma borderland, 
this thesis argues that the camp, which has become 
more or less like a city, is an outcome of refugees’ 
agency over time, as negotiations among multiple 
sovereigns have given refugees a certain autonomy 
of governance.

This thesis provides an alternative understanding 
of a space and life in transition in refugee studies, 
corresponding to contemporary reality in which 
long-term refugee camps have become a global 
phenomenon.
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GLOSSARY 
 

Ba-Kaw-Ba-Kae   A refugee or a sufferer in Sgaw Karen language. 

    Karen refugees use this term to refer to 

    themselves. The word is influenced by the 

    Buddhist notion of ‘suffering’—that the life that 

    one is born into is suffering. This applies to the life 

    and state of being a refugee.   

Ba-Kaw-Ba-Kae-Dekka-Wor  A refugee camp in Sgaw Karen language 

Burma/Myanmar Burma is the former name of the country. It 

referred to one particular ethnic group, the 

Burman. The military junta changed the official 

name to Myanmar in 1989. However, other ethnic 

groups, such as the Karen, still prefer to call the 

country Burma as an act of resistance. This thesis 

will use the name Burma.

Burman/Burmese ‘Burman’ is used to refer to the dominant 

ethnic group in Burma, the Bamar, making up 

approximately half the population. ‘Burmese’ is 

used as adjective for things related to the nation-

state of Burma, such as Burmese citizens or the 

Burmese state.

Displaced persons  Thailand did not sign the 1951 Refugee 

Convention. Instead of using the term ’refugee’, 

the Thai government refers to refugees from 

the Indochina war and refugees from Burma as 

displaced persons. 

Guested sovereignty  Configuration in which a de jure or formal 

sovereign lends (part of) its sovereignty to another 

actor in a particular territory, with the implied 

assumption that the host-guest relationship is 

temporary.
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Karen The term ‘Karen’ encompasses about 20 

subgroups of Karen-speaking people who come 

from diverse religious, cultural, and geographical 

backgrounds. The two dominant groups who 

share the common languages speaking are Sgaw 

and Pwo/Pow Karen  

Kawthoolei   Karen homeland in Sgaw Karen language 

Long-term camp   Refugee camp that has been in existence for more 

    than five years

Main road  Refugees use main road to refer to the concrete 

road that runs from the center of zone C to zone 

A; along this road there are restaurants, offices, 

grocery and retail shops, an open market, schools, 

churches, temples, mosques. 

Or Sor     Volunteer Defense Corps 

Phu-Lee-Pai In the Thai language this means that a person is 

fleeing from fighting. Etymologically, it derives 

from a Sanskrit term meaning a person fleeing 

from danger, or a suffering person who seeks help 

and shelter. 

Phu-Plad-Thin   Displaced person in the Thai language 

Palad    Camp commander

Sgaw Karen The Sgaw Karen are the group of ethnic Karen 

who are mostly Christians and animists, usually 

living in the hill regions. Meanwhile the Pwo 

Karen which is larger group are Buddhists and 

living in the lowlands. The majority of the refugee 

population along the Thailand-Burma borderland 

are Sgaw Karen.
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Songteaw An orange public mini-bus run by local Thai 

people. Refugees take this vehicle to travel from 

Mae La camp to the border town of Mae Sot. 

Temporary shelter Thailand did not sign the 1951 Refugee 

Convention, instead of using the term ‘refugee 

camp’, the Thai government uses the term 

temporary shelter. In Thai language. ‘พื้นที่พักพิง

ชั่วคราวสำาหรับผู้หนีภัยจากการสู้รบ ‘ 
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Figure 1.1 New year celebration in the Mae La camp  

Refugee camps are often depicted as temporary and isolated spaces. They are 

established in response to an emergency, segregating unwanted people from citizens 

(Gatrell, 2013). The intention is that refugees will stay in camps for a short period 

of time, supported by a host country, humanitarian organizations, or both. Surveys, 

however, show that since the early 1990s over fifteen million refugees around the world 

are now found to be in long-term1 refugee settlements: an overwhelming number 

1 The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, 2018) defines a situation where at least 25,000 

refugees have been in exile for five consecutive years or more as a ‘protracted refugee situation’. This indicates 

the long period of time that refugees have stayed in the camp or in an urban area. More than 100,000 refugees 

from Burma have been displaced in the camp in Thailand for more than thirty years, so they classify as a 

protracted situation, for which I use the term ‘long-term camp’ to indicate the long period of time since the 

camp was established.  
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that makes up almost two-thirds of the world’s refugee population (UNHCR, 2018). A 

considerable number of these long-term refugee camps have existed for more than 

twenty years, mostly in the Global South. Examples are the Palestinian refugee camps 

in Lebanon, Somalian refugee camps in Kenya, Afghani camps in Pakistan, Rohingya 

camps in Bangladesh, and (the topic of this dissertation) the Karen camps in Thailand. 

The Mae La refugee camp along the Thailand-Burma border has existed for more than 

thirty years. Due to its geographical location, which neighbors Karen state in Burma, it 

hosts a majority of ethnic Karen refugees, who initially fled ethnic conflict between the 

Karen and the Burmese army in their state. However, eventually other ethnic groups 

from all over Burma found their way to the camp as well. Apart from seeking refuge, 

reasons for coming to the camp have also become much more diverse over time. 

The camp has grown from about 100 households in the 1980s to more than 40,000 

camp inhabitants from the early 2000s until now. While the refugee camps on the 

Thailand-Burma border received international attention in the direct aftermath of the 

destruction of the Karen headquarters in Karen state, which caused a considerable 

outflow of refugees, such attention naturally dwindled after a couple of years as the 

emergency subsided. Decades later these camps remain, but the international spotlight 

has moved on to new emergencies. 

This study focuses on the nature of such (forgotten) long-term refugee camps, with 

Mae La as a case study. These are clearly not emergencies anymore. Given this, how 

can these camps exist for so long, and how should we understand these places? In 

refugee studies, the dominant narrative of refugee camps is one of a state of emergency, 

borrowing from Agamben’s concept of ‘states of exception’ that depicts the diminishing 

of rights, which are superseded and rejected in the process of claiming the extension 

of power by a government. At the same time, refugee camps are conceptualized as 

anomalies to the ‘nation-state’ order, and therefore as temporary almost by definition. 

In this rather top-down view of camps, refugees tend to be seen as passive victims, 

stuck in an undesirable place, waiting for return or otherwise resettlement in a third 

country to continue with their lives. 

This dissertation challenges this dominant narrative of refugees and refugee camps, 

arguing that it does not accurately describe the situation in long-term camps. 

It also challenges the unitary view of sovereignty associated with this narrative. Its 

aim is to conceptualize and document the spatial formation and transformation 

of the Mae La camp in multiple dimensions over the years, and demonstrate how 

refugees have used and shaped the camp space to fit their social world. It also aims 
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to explain how the camp, even though it is clearly still a refugee camp, is not isolated 

but has become a dynamic and urbanizing node of connection for people in the 

Thailand-Burma borderland. This analysis of Mae La thereby aspires to contribute to 

a better understanding and knowledge production, particularly of long-term camps. 

 

MAIN CLAIM, RESEARCH QUESTIONS, 
AND ARGUMENT

The main claim of this dissertation is that the discourse of refugees as passive and 

waiting, and of the camp as an isolated and undesirable place, needs to be reconsidered 

for long-term refugee camps such as Mae La. My central research question revolves 

around why the Mae La camp has existed for so long and how this long-term condition 

influences spatial formation as well as the lives of the camp inhabitants. Sub-questions 

deriving from this research question are: (i) How is the Mae La camp organized? (ii) 

How do camp inhabitants perceive the camp, and how do they strategize to rearrange 

camp characteristics to fit their social world? (iii) How are camp inhabitants linked to 

the wider borderland society (including cross-border networks), and how do these 

contacts contribute to camp urbanization?

The argument builds on the observation that Mae La as a long-term camp is organized 

not only from the top down but also from the bottom up. While not diminishing in any 

way the reasons for coming to the camp in the first place—the background of suffering, 

abandoning homes, and fleeing war, conflict and violence—this thesis aims to show a 

different perspective, as long-term refugees move from victims to agents of their own 

life. Through time, as temporariness has become permanence, or at least a perceived 

transient permanence, refugees have been using knowledge and skills to adjust camp 

space and camp structures in, I argue, four dimensions. First, in the camp governance 

structure, where the camp committee negotiates and maneuvers among not one, but 

multiple sovereigns, to carve out and obtain a certain autonomy and self-governing 

system. In this process they have built a relationship of trust with the Thai government, 

which as de jure sovereign has handed partial sovereignty to the guest (refugee) to 

manage their own population. I refer to this special configuration as ‘guested sovereignty’. 

Second, refugees’ agency is reflected in camp infrastructure. On the Thai government’s 

orders every house in the camp officially needed to be temporary, but over time the 

camp was connected to major infrastructure and refugees used their own money and 

labor to build concrete houses and community buildings. I argue that the long-term 
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nature of the camp has thereby transformed it into a productive space, where refugees 

are not simply waiting or feeling stuck, but rather live an active life, in which they work, 

study, and run their own businesses. 

Thirdly, I show that spatial-cultural formation in the camp is significantly informed by 

ideas about the Karen homeland, which plays an important role in political and ethnic 

unity in the camp, forming the origin story of who the refugees are and fueling pride in 

their identity. Although the narrative of homeland is related to the physical homeland in 

Karen state, I argue it is not territorialized, but rather functions as a point of reference. 

This is unlike Palestinian refugees in Lebanon or Israel, for example, for whom their 

homeland is territorialized to the extent that they built a key in front of the refugee camp 

gate as a symbolic reminder to one day return and claim their homeland space. For the 

Karen in Mae La, the homeland idea is firmly planted in the collective memories of the 

Karen people but it has become portable and reproducible in the camp. 

Fourthly and lastly, throughout the years, I argue that the camp has also become a 

place of opportunity. Apart from seeking refuge, people have come to the camp to seek 

education, work, religious, or romantic opportunities. Meanwhile, camp inhabitants 

themselves also go out of the camp to work on a regular basis, to visit family back in 

Karen state, or to attend festivals. Mobility along the Thailand-Burma borderland is 

therefore an integral part of refugees’ lives. I argue that through this movement, these 

flows in and out of the camp, an urbanization has occurred, and the camp has become 

city-like. It is not isolated, but rather an important node of connection in the borderland. 

This current state of Mae La, therefore, benefits all actors involved: the Thai government 

(including local communities close to the camp and border towns), humanitarian 

organizations, camp inhabitants, as well as the Karen insurgent group (KNU). 

THEORIZING REFUGEE CAMP

The refugee camp, as we know it, originated in Europe after World War I. It was the 

response to a huge influx of refugees after the collapse of empires and the resulting 

reconfiguration of Europe. As empires (Habsburg, Ottoman, Russian) gave way to 

nascent nation-states, minorities often became suspect and were targeted, re-located, 

or displaced (Gatrell, 2013). Those who could not return to their place of origin had 

to stay in a camp. It was meant to be a temporary space, which would exist only for a 

limited period. It therefore also served to separate citizens from non-citizens, with the 

assumption that the latter would eventually return to their place of origin.
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The concept of the refugee camp came to the Global South through humanitarian 

organizations in response to disasters or wars in the form of humanitarian support, 

as a shelter set up for affected people. In Southeast Asia, the first refugee camps 

appeared during the Indochina war (Robinson, 1998). These camps were notable for 

being located in the middle of nowhere: on islands or in other faraway areas, clearly 

segregating the refugees from ordinary people. As these camps remained longer than 

anticipated, security aspects (containing the refugees) became increasingly important 

to the host state, leading to comparisons with prisons.

Academic debates on refugee camps have, as a result, been heavily influenced by 

Agamben’s work on the camp as a state of exception where the power of the sovereign 

not only manifests itself in its monopoly on violence, but also the suspension of the 

rule of law and the denial of the refugees’ political rights. In this situation, it reduces 

refugees to ‘bare life’ (Agamben, 1998; 2005). Examples of this bare life are the 

Palestinian refugees in the Gaza strip and the West Bank, and the Uighur refugees who 

were deported without due process from Thailand back to China by the Thai state. 

The Agambenian view of refugee camps has, however, increasingly been criticized. 

Owens (2010) was one of the first to emphasize a political life of refugees beyond the 

‘bare life’. Peteet (2015) considered Agamben’s concepts useful philosophically but 

argued that we need a new grounded theory from anthropology to ‘tackle a messy 

ground’. Others have pointed out the complexities of sovereignties in the camp and 

the agency of refugees involved. Ramadan (2012) refers to an assemblage of people, 

institutions, organizations, and the relations between them, which produce values and 

practices in the camp. Still, he sees that condition of life in refugee camps are in limbo. 

Hanafi (2010), working on refugee camps in Lebanon, stressed the involvement of 

local authorities and a refugee committee in the camp, forming a tapestry of multiple 

sovereignties. McConnachie (2014) comes to a similar conclusion for a refugee camp 

on the Thailand-Burma border, but emphasizes the role of Karen insurgent groups and 

their relationship to the refugees in the camp in the form of giving protection. This work 

positions itself within the latter debates but emphasizes and more thoroughly examines 

refugee agency with regards to spatial formation and governance of the camp. 

Agamben’s ideas have also influenced scholars who look at spatial aspects of a refugee 

camp (Agier, 2011b; Turner, 2005; Diken, 2004; Augé, 1995). Augé classifies refugee 

camps as ‘non-places’—spaces of transience where people do not actually live, which 

are meaningless, such as airports, hotels and shopping malls. These ‘non-places’ 

are juxtaposed with ‘anthropological places’ which are full of meaning. Agier (2002) 
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studied the urbanization of a refugee camp, arguing that the camp became more and 

more like a city, but still emphasized its exceptional state and consequential violence. 

In departing from the unitary focus on the state of exception in a political sense, this 

dissertation also takes a different approach to the spatial aspect, arguing that the camp 

is very much an anthropological place, building on De Certeau’s (1984) place-making 

and tactics of everyday life to show how camp inhabitants make sense of, produce, 

and reproduce camp space as a place they want to live. 

The last contribution of this work is temporal. More often than not, refugees are 

considered to be wasted lives (Bauman, 2004) living in extended arrangements, as 

victims that are stuck in-between, liminal, waiting, praying to have a miracle happen to 

their life, or pushing time to pass (Khosravi, 2014; Missbach, 2014; Hyndman and Giles, 

2011). The consequence is that the time period that refugees actually spend inside the 

camp is often taken for granted, and therefore under-researched. The point of departure 

in this dissertation is that, at least for long-term camps such as Mae La, this supposed 

temporariness of camps no longer holds and common notions of in-between, liminal 

lives of refugees, and being stuck in transition should be interrogated and re-evaluated. 

Accordingly, I agree with Brooten (2004) that it is necessary to go beyond the stereotype 

of refugees as simple and unsophisticated, and instead understand that they often 

play a key role in making decisions for their own future. The focus of anthropological 

inquiry, then, should be on the happenings, interactions, and lived-experiences of 

this extended time in the camp. As the camp thereby becomes normalized, due to 

its long-term nature and the camp’s development over the years, I will also relate 

this to debates about urbanization of refugee camps, comparing the camp to a city 

(Sanyal, 2014; Agier, 2002; De Montclose and Kagwanja, 2000) in order to contrast 

with other literature framing the camp as stasis, with nothing changing over time. 

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT OF ETHNIC 
CONFLICT AND REFUGEES FROM BURMA
 

Conflicts between the Burmese military junta and ethnic groups have resulted in cross-

border flows of refugees and asylum seekers seeking refuge in Thailand for more 

than three decades. This enduring conflict started shortly after Burma obtained its 

independence from British colonial power in 1948. Prior to formal independence, the 

so-called Panglong agreement, which provided for a certain degree of autonomy for 

the ethnic groups in the to-be-established Union of Burma, was signed in 1947. This 

agreement was signed by General Aung San, the nationalist leader from the Bamar 
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ethnic group (who also acted as the leader of the interim government), and leaders 

from the ethnic groups of the Shan, Chin and Kachin. There were other ethnic groups, 

however, which did not participate in the Panglong agreement; the Karen were one 

of these groups. 

When General Aung San was assassinated only six months after independence, the 

Panglong treaty became essentially void, as it was no longer adhered to by the new 

government. The ethnic minorities, as a consequence, also no longer felt bound to a 

unified Burma, and ethnic conflicts increased considerably throughout the next decade. 

When the military deemed the threat of disintegration of the newly independent 

nation a real possibility, a military coup by General Ne Win in 1962 put the country 

under military rule, which would last until 2011. This set into motion a long-standing 

process of ‘Burmanization’—the promotion and practice of the idea of ‘one nation, one 

ethnicity’, which encapsulated Ne Win’s aim for a single state with total sovereignty. 

The idea of ‘Burmanization’ and the ideology that went along with it was promoted 

widely in school curricula and history textbooks (National Health and Education 

Committee, 2002). However, this idea was again not shared by everyone. Many ethnic 

groups wanted the right to self-determination. Yet, the Burmese government did not 

agree and essentially forced a Burman identity on them, for example, as reflected in the 

household registration and passport of other ethnicities indicating Bamar/ Burmese as 

their national identity, not their own ethnicity. This led to political conflicts between 

the various ethnic groups and the Burman state. 

At the same time, a pro-democracy movement run by students, scholars, and activists 

protested the military government in 1988. As the government, at that time renamed 

as State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC), cracked down on the protests 

many students sought political asylum in Thailand, which was the first major exodus of 

Burmese refugees to Thai side (Loescher & Milner, 2006). In 1990 the National League 

for Democracy (NLD) led by Aung San Suu Kyi won the national election, but the SLORC 

government declared the election void. It started to persecute NLD members and put 

Suu Kyi under house arrest, which was only recently lifted in in 2012. The conflict 

intensified when the State Peace and Development Council (the same political body 

as the SLORC) articulated the strategy of the “four cuts” (food, funds, intelligence, and 

popular support) in order to destroy the powers of the other ethnic leaders. During this 

time, there were reports on human rights violations, rapes, murders, forced recruitment 

of child soldiers, forced relocations, and political imprisonment all over the country. 
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Ethnic conflict has since characterized the areas where ethnic minorities reside, 

with waves of fighting interspersed with fragile and temporary peace agreements. 

The protracted fighting all over Burma pushed ethnic minorities to cross the 

border into Thailand and neighboring countries, while engaging in sporadic armed 

rebellion and counter-insurgency for over half a century. Political instability, much 

fighting, and land taken by the military, accompanied by a very weak economy 

caused hundreds of thousands of people to leave Burma and pursue a better life 

in Thailand as migrant workers, displaced persons, asylum seekers, or refugees.  

 

The Karen had been aligned with the British colonizer, which had hinted at the possibility 

of an independent Karen state during the same time that Burma became independent 

from Britain. The Karen then started to fight back and asserted their own independence 

from Burma (Lang, 2002). The Karen National Union (predominantly Christians) were 

leaders of this independence movement, which developed the idea of Karen ethno-

nationalism, and a pan-Karen identity (Rajah, 2002; Kuroiwa and Verkuyten, 2008). The 

Karen National Union (KNU) has been acting like a government of the Karen nation while 

the Karen National Liberation Army (KNLA) functions as its military branch. 

The critical turning point was an internal split inside the Karen National Union. The 

Buddhist Karen formed their own group as they felt marginalized because only 

Christian politicians and soldiers held high positions but no Buddhists. The new group, 

led by a Buddhist monk named U Thuzana, was named Democratic Karen Buddhist 

Army (DKBA) and declared their separation from the KNU. Later this group changed 

its name to Democratic Karen Benevolent Army. The DKBA aligned with the Burmese 

military government and helped the Burmese attack the Christian Karen. In 1994, DKBA 

attacked the headquarters of the Karen National Union known as Manerplaw and the 

KNLA military garrison in Kawmoora. The operation was successful. The DKBA, in 

return, received a plot of land from the military government which U Thuzana claimed 

as a war-free and protected area. This fighting between the two Karen groups led to 

more than 100,000 refugees crossing the border to the Thai side. 

Furthermore, the DKBA attacked refugee camps along the border several times and 

threatened refugees that if they did not return to Karen state or to the area under DKBA 

protection, they would be killed. They launched heavy cross-border raids on to the Thai 

side in the beginning of 1995. They not only attacked the Karen camps, but also the Thai 

villages nearby leading to widespread devastation. This forced the Thai government 

to intervene and become involved in the establishment of the formal refugee 

camps, which consolidated those small temporary shelters into nine refugee camps. 
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CAMP TRANSFORMATION THROUGH TIME
  

The transformation of refugee camps along the Thailand-Burma border began with a 

group of seasonal refugees, who became settlers on the Thai side of the border. Bowles 

(1998) and Trichot (2005) point out that the first group of Karen refugees entered 

Thailand as temporary self-settlers. These seasonal refugees set up temporary shelters 

in local Thai villages near the border; they were relatively self-reliant and dependent 

on the hospitality of their next of kin or relatives. When fighting paused during the 

rainy season, these refugees returned to their houses on the Karen (Burmese) side. 

However, as fighting between Karen insurgency groups and the Burmese military 

intensified, refugees were forced to stay longer in Thailand. There were approximately 

30 temporary shelters along the Thailand-Burma border as can be seen in figure 1.2.

THAILAND

BURMA

Ban Mai Nai Soi

Mae Surin

Mae La Oon

Mae Ra Ma Luang

Mae La

Mae La camp

Umpien Mai

Nu Po

Bangkok

Chiang mai

Tham Hin

Ban Don Yang

Rangoon

Mae Sariang 

Mae Sot

Sangklaburi

Mae Hong Son 

Burma

Thailand

Laos

China
India

City

Refugee camps

State boundary

N

0 100 200 300

Kilometers

Karen state
Hpa-An

Figure 1.2 Small shelters along the border,    Figure 1.3 Nine refugee camps after

Source the Camp Committee report 1989   consolidation in 1995

In 1995, these small and dispersed shelters began to consolidate in response to Thai 

government policy (Muntarbhorn, 1992). Two events spurred the Thai government’s 

decision to consolidate camps. The first was an unforeseen influx of refugees linked 
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to the fall of the Karen headquarters (Manerplaw) in 1994. Second, the cross-border 

raids caused a vast devastation to the temporary shelters as well as nearby local Thai 

villages, of which Baan Huay Ka Lok and Blae kaw (later became Mae La camp) were 

the hardest hit. These cross-border raids overstepped Thai sovereign power and the 

Thai government finally intervened to secure the border and ordered the consolidation 

of approximately 30 small shelters (Bowles, 1998). This consolidation resulted in nine 

refugee camps along the border as can be seen in Figure 1.3. Six refugee camps are 

populated mainly by Karen refugees; the other three camps in Mae Hong Son host 

mostly Karenni refugees. 

The Border Consortium, which was formerly a network of Christian churches, has been 

providing food, shelter, and other social services to refugees from when they first fled 

from Burma until now. After the formal camps were established, other humanitarian 

organizations, such as International Rescue Committee and United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees came to the camps and refugees were no longer permitted 

to leave the camp to find food or to earn a living in villages or forest land nearby. 

Mae La was the first formal camp that was established after consolidation. But the 

camp itself actually hosted Karen refugees long before. Thousands of refugees from 

Huay Ka Lok village and five other small shelters nearby were moved to stay in the Mae 

La camp. Mae La is the official name given by the Thai government, which is the same 

name as the nearby Thai village. But among Karen refugees, the camp bears the name 

of the original temporary settlement before consolidation: Blae Kaw, meaning ‘field 

of kapok trees’ as the area used to grow large numbers of kapok trees, and the fluffy 

kapok seeds are widely used among local people as stuffing for pillows.

Physical structures built inside all the camps could use only materials that were suitable 

for ‘temporary conditions’ of living, so no durable structures were allowed. The idea 

was that refugees stay in camps for emergency relief for short periods of time, and that 

camp structures should reflect that (an interview with a former camp commander). On 

the other hand, Dudley (2010) suggests that the material used for building refugees’ 

houses reflected the Karen/Karenni tradition of swidden agriculture, which moves 

tribes and populations from one place to another in search for arable land. From what 

I gather, temporary conditions were just reflected in the house, because refugees 

themselves thought that they wanted to stay in the Thai side for only a short time. 

When the conflict ended, they wanted to return to their house/land in Burma. So when 

they fled, they just used materials available in that area to build houses which can 

help protect them against the sun and wind for a short time, utilizing their experience 
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building temporary houses in swidden agriculture. 

During the early period of the camp’s establishment, the Karen refugees formed the 

camp’s major population, with a small number of other ethnicities. Today, although 

the Karen are still the majority population, the camp is quite ethnically and religiously 

diverse. Even though most conflicts between the Burmese and ethnic groups have 

decreased (exceptions to this being the continued conflict with the Kachin, Shan and 

Muslims) there are still inflows of new arrivals to the camps to seek opportunity and a 

better life in Thailand (the camp ethnic population information can be seen in Table 

1, Annex 1). 

Meanwhile, in 2012 many humanitarian organizations withdrew from the camp 

because they saw that the refugee situation in Thailand was no longer an emergency, 

or they moved to work inside Burma as the political situation became more friendly 

than before. In 2014, there was a military coup in Thailand which led to more restrictive 

camp regulations. There was even a rumor that the camp would close, and in 2015 the 

UNHCR collected biometric data from the refugees from all nine camps, in order to 

get a precise registration of refugees.
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RESEARCH SETTING

Located near national highway 1052, the Mae La camp is easily observed from the 

road due to its sheer size. The camp is approximately 60 kilometers from the Mae Sot 

border town and around 100 kilometers from Hpa-An, the capital city of the Karen 

state of Burma. The camp is nine kilometers from the border between Thailand and 

Burma. Since Mae La is located near the national highway which makes it easy to 

reach by car, the camp has attracted resources from humanitarian organizations and 

attention from the international community. The United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees, International Organization for Migration, and other humanitarian 

agencies are concentrated in the Mae Sot area. Compared to other refugee camps, 

Mae La is the largest and is considered to be the ‘capital’ of the refugee camps, due to 

its size, population density and its facilities. 

The camp covers an area of 184 hectares and is home to approximately 40,000 – 

50,000 camp residents. Thousands of one-and-a-half story houses built with bamboo 

and Gurjun tree leaves stand back-to-back in an area that is nine kilometers long. 

Some are located on the small hills others are in the valleys. At the top of three high 

hills sits a Buddhist temple that can be seen from afar. There are two main camp gates 

manned with security guards as well as several smaller gates. Looking at it from the 

outside, though, one cannot imagine the lives of those who live inside. To visit the 

camp, one is officially required to ask for permission from the Thai government. In 

contrast to and notwithstanding its considerable size, the Mae La camp is little known 

among people who are not working on refugee camps: it is kind of “off the map.” 

On the other hand, Mae La is well known among refugees, migrant workers from 

Burma, and humanitarian agencies. Each year, there are new arrivals of refugees and 

migrant workers, as shown in Annex 1. Apart from reasons of refuge, many new arrivals 

come to the camp for other reasons as well: a good education, work, religious study, 

romantic relationships, among others. 

The majority of the camp population is ethnic Karen due to the close geographic 

distance to Karen state in Burma, but there are other ethnicities who made the 

long cross-border journey to stay in the camp as well, such as Burman, Kachin, 

Naga, Chin, Zomi, Lahu and others. The camp population also professes a variety 

of religions: Buddhism, Christianity, Islam and local religions. More than half of the 

camp population are long-term residents. Some of them came to the camp in the 

early 1980s and have lived there continuously until now; the rest are new arrivals as 

2  The road was built to connect two border towns: Mae Sot in Tak province and Mae Sarieng in Mae Hong 
Son province. During the Cold War, some parts of the road were controlled by local armed groups and thieves. 
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mentioned earlier (see the details of the camp demographic information in Annex 

1). Camp inhabitants who arrived in the camp before 2005 were registered and 

received the UNHCR refugee status which entitles them to resettlement in third 

countries, while those who came after 2005 received the ‘new arrival’ status and are 

thereby not entitled to the resettlement program unless they have relatives in the 

camp who can help them to migrate to third countries under family reunion policies.  

 

In the early period after camp establishment, living conditions were limited. Nowadays, 

refugee residents have access to 24 hours of electricity and reasonably good mobile 

phone signal coverage. Schools, hospitals, markets, temples, and churches have been 

built inside the camp. A concrete road passes through the camp and the camp is 

accessible by car throughout the year. Public transportation, usually in the form of a 

minibus, runs every day from 05.00 to 20.00. 

The camp has 12 gates, and each gate is guarded by the Volunteer Defense Corps 

(Or Sor). Figure 1.5 provides a sketch of the three popular camp gates. The first gate 

is close to the camp commander’s office. Humanitarian workers and visitors that 

received permission from the Thai government have to use this gate for official 

entry into the camp. The second sketch shows the market gate, which is the biggest 

one. This gate is for refugees who get permission from the camp commander to go 

outside the camp and return. They have to show the permit letter to the Volunteer 

Defense Corps staff. There is an open market in the camp and local Thai people who 

live in villages nearby visit here to buy fresh food. They ask for permission from the 

staff for a brief entry and visit the camp market. The last picture shows a camp gate 

in zone B. It is used for camp logistics when humanitarian organizations have to 

deliver food and shelters, the big trucks enter through this gate. Next to this gate is 

the camp warehouse. Before 2014, the camp security was not that strict. Refugees 

were able to walk around the highway road to go from zone A to zone C, and there 

were motorcycle taxis shuttling people between different parts of the camp. But the 

service was stopped on the order of the central Thai government. Moreover, the 

camp barbed wire was reinforced to indicate the camp territory. Along the AH 105 

road, border patrol police and military checkpoints are set up to check and control 

flows of refugees and (undocumented) migrant workers traveling along the border.  
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Figure 1.5 Three camp gates. 

1: Access point with official guards supervising people going in and out.

2: Access point connecting to main street inside the camp where small shops align.

3. Access point with informal character, where the border between the camp and the outside seems to be 

less strict.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Fieldwork 

Information and data in this study are based on my ethnographic fieldwork from 2009 

to 2019. The longest consecutive fieldwork period was from August 2014 to May 2015. 

For a three-month period during that time I stayed at a college inside the camp; during 

the rest of that period I was in Mae Sot town and traveled back and forth to the camp 
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with a car owned by a humanitarian organization. Although Mae La camp was my main 

research setting, I visited all nine refugee camps along the Thailand-Burma borderland, 

Internal Displaced Person camps inside Burma, as well as villages along the border 

both on the Thai and Karen side. My first visit to the refugee camps was back in 2009 

when I conducted the research project ‘Sustainable Solution for Displaced Persons 

along Thailand-Burma Borderland’. With such longitudinal (10-year) period of visiting 

the Mae La camp, I was able to observe the dynamics and camp transformation in 

multiple dimensions, such as infrastructure, regulation, and mobility. 

My fieldwork in 2014 occurred in a special situation and condition, which had both 

benefits and drawbacks. There had just been a military coup in Thailand in May 2014 

where the whole country was governed under emergency laws. At the border between 

Thailand and Burma and Thailand and Cambodia, the military sent back undocumented 

migrant workers to their neighboring countries. At all nine refugee camps the military 

took control over the camps for a short time before returning power to Ministry of 

Interior. Just as the country as a whole was under emergency law, the camps were 

also under what could be considered a form of emergency law. Every refugee camp 

had to conduct a headcount; the barbed wire was reinforced and extended, separating 

camp territory from the local Thai community. Refugees were not allowed to leave the 

camp as they did before. Foreign teachers who worked as volunteer teachers in any 

of the camps had to leave as well as migrant workers, relatives of refugees, and those 

who did not belong to the camp. I asked official permission from the Thai government 

to do research during this period, but unfortunately, the government did not give me 

permission, citing reasons of security and also claiming that because there was already 

so much research on refugees, I could use those sources and documents. 

At that time I was already in Mae Sot, however, so I started to contact some staff 

working with a humanitarian organization just to see what I could do, but at that time 

the Thai government was strictly limiting the access and mobility of humanitarian staff 

as well, so the humanitarian organization could not allow me to use their vehicle to 

go to the camp. Pia Vogler (2007) described the messiness of the process of dealing 

with the Thai government to get access to a Karenni refugee camp in Mae Hong 

Son, as ‘a jungle of bureaucracy’. I did not experience this, however. While I was not 

granted access, the bureaucratic process was clear and straightforward. During this 

tumultuous time (which actually lasted for 6 months), the camp was governed as state 

of exception. The benefit was that I was able to observe the interaction between each 

sovereign power quite clearly, as I will describe in more detail in chapter 2.
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My entry into the camp was eventually successful with the help from my refugee friend 

who works with one of the humanitarian organizations in Mae Sot. The college in 

the Mae La camp that he graduated from lacked English teachers since two foreign 

teachers left the camp due to the regulation mentioned above. The college director 

looked for a new teacher, so I volunteered myself. Since I am Thai and I look similar to 

the refugee people, it was easier for me to blend in and stay in the camp. 

I stayed at the college guesthouse, taught the subject of English to students and 

also helped with some administrative work. More than fifty percent of students at 

the college are not from the camp. Some of them traveled from other camps, from 

Karen state, and other ethnic states in Burma. They came to the college to seek an 

opportunity for college education. Most came to college individually, while a few 

came with their friends or through religious networks. Usually, the students who are 

in the third and last year speak English very well, while the freshmen speak limited 

English. A few of them could speak broken Thai since their parents took them along 

when they migrated to work in Thailand. Students are the first groups I talked to and 

from which I came to understand about the mobility and connection that the camp 

college has in this borderland. 

I started my research around the college area. Next to the college are teacher houses, 

refugee houses, a Buddhist temple, a Dawah Mosque, a Baptist church, and the camp 

hospital. I made a visit to all religious places and almost all refugee houses around 

the college. The camp is divided into three zones, zone A, B, and C. My research 

covered all of zone C and some parts of zone B and A. Zone C is the oldest, biggest 

zone and acts as the center of much of the camp activity. This area contains the 

administrative offices for humanitarian organizations—including the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees—the Thai government, and the camp committee. 

Along the camp main road there are hundreds of retail shops and grocery stores, open 

and closed markets, tea shops, etc. I went often to have breakfast at a Karen noodle café 

and coffee at a tea shop where I observed the daily life activities of camp inhabitants. I 

also participated in all festivals and ceremonies, and accompanied refugees when they 

crossed the border back to Burma. During the nine months of my fieldwork, I talked 

with approximately one hundred camp inhabitants of different ages, ethnicities, and 

genders; I talked with new arrivals and long stayers. However, the information that is 

presented in this dissertation mostly represents Karen stories because the camp was 

developed from a Karen settlement and for that reason the history and institution of 

the camp are predominantly Karen. I was able to develop a close relationship and have 

long conversations with around thirty-five people. 
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The languages that I used to conduct my research were English and Thai. Apart from 

that I relied on my interpreter translating from English to Burmese or Karen. I was able 

to read basic Burmese and communicate in broken Burmese. The majority of camp 

inhabitants are Karen and use Karen language in writing and speaking, but they change 

to Burmese if the other person cannot communicate in Karen. The camp committee 

used both Karen and Burmese to make announcements on the camp wired radio. 

Formal written announcements, however, are distributed in Thai, English, Burmese, 

and Karen. Based on my fieldwork experience, the educated camp inhabitants speak 

English well, but only few of them speak Thai. Refugees who went to work outside of 

the camp in Thailand and return to stay in the camp can speak Thai. 

My interpreters helped me to connect to the people in their networks. During my 

fieldwork I worked with three interpreters: Saw Win, Deborah and Dan (pseudonyms). 

Each interpreter connected me with different groups of people. For example, Deborah 

linked me with the camp committee, the senior advisory board and other Karen camp-

based organizations, since she herself worked with the Karen Student Network Group. 

Saw Win connected me with one of his good friends, the owner of a grocery shop and 

tea shop, and also informed me about the shadier side of camp life such as gambling, 

shark loans, and prostitution. Dan is from Nagaland in Burma; he took me to talk 

with camp inhabitants of different ethnicities (Lahu, Kachin, Chin) to learn about their 

culture and identities. He also helped me meet some of the Muslim community leaders 

and entrepreneurs. 

Still, a limitation in my fieldwork is that I gained little information on Muslim refugees, 

their network, community, and ethnic relations. They were an economically powerful 

group in the camp; they were able to set up a big grocery store and manufacturing 

shop with help from the Muslim brotherhood in Mae Sot that gave loans to refugees. 

However, their political power is limited since the camp is governed by the Karen. 

The Muslim situation in the camp also reflects the general political situation in Burma. 

Muslims face racial and religious discrimination, which makes them feel subordinated 

and effectively silences them in the camp. They were relatively open with me and 

willing to talk about most topics, except for political issues, both about the camp 

politics and Burmese politics in general. 

Methods

My research is grounded in ethnography with participant observation as the main 

method, and some secondary methods borrowed from spatial and visual studies. 
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Walking interview and ‘go-along’ 

Walking is ‘an elementary form of the experience of the city’ (De Certeau, 1984). In 

order to acquire knowledge of and understand the Mae La camp geography, I borrowed 

the method of the walking interview from urban geography. As Massey (2005) stated, 

places are a collection of stories, and this method claims to obtain a better and more 

situated understanding of an individual’s relationship and experiences with places they 

live (Jones, et al., 2008). Moreover, the walking interview helps to locate an informant’s 

social network, how an informant thinks about their neighborhood, and gives a sense 

of connection between the route and the informant themselves (Lee & Ingold, 2008). 

This method is often used to obtain and map quantitative data about the place of 

research, but qualitatively I found it quite useful, too.

A related method, the ‘go-along’, uses walking with informants in a different way, 

namely to accompany informants as they go about their daily lives, with the assumption 

that a richer understanding of their lives can be obtained by seeing them and talking 

with them in different situations than by simply sitting down for an interview in one 

particular setting (Carpiano, 2009; Kusenbach, 2003). Whereas the walking interview 

as described by Evans and Jones ‘engages to a greater extent with features in the area 

under study than with the autobiographical narrative of interviewees’ (Evans & Jones, 

2011: 856), in the go along method it is the other way around: the area under study, 

the place, is secondary. Since my research question considers place and people to be 

intricately intertwined, I have borrowed from both methods to help me understand 

how camp inhabitants perceive, build, rebuild, and rearrange camp space to fit their 

social world as well as their personal experiences and connection with the camp. 

These methods, first, help the researcher to become familiar with the setting, gaining 

knowledge about the community’s physical development, infrastructure improvement, 

and community setting. The Mae La camp has grown organically from approximately 

100 households to more than 40,000 camp dwellings. Roads and streets do not 

have a name and there are no signs of direction. But this is not a problem for camp 

inhabitants. I learnt from them later that they navigate their ways by recognizing the 

houses at the corner, particular trees, or religious buildings. 

I conducted a walking interview with my interpreter first. We walked from zone C to 

zone A via the same routes until I was able to remember and understand how the 

roads work. While walking, I also informally interviewed him about a neighborhood 

around his house and how the camp changed during the time he has lived there. 
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Conducting walking interviews with participants from different neighborhoods, I 

gained an understanding of the camp’s historical and infrastructural development, as 

well as stories about their neighborhoods. For example, I observed a transformation 

from temporariness to permanence through infrastructure improvement, which 

came out during the walking interviews (more details on this will be given in chapter 

3). Moreover, the neighborhoods in the camp are formed and tied by ethnicity and 

religion. Although houses in the camp are assigned to camp inhabitants by the camp 

committee; the camp inhabitants tend to ask to stay close to the people they know or 

that are of the same ethnicity. For example, the Muslim people prefer to stay around 

zone C close to the Dawah mosque. The Kachin people tend to build their houses 

and neighborhoods in zone A. They use the Kachin church for a community gathering 

place. On Sunday, they pray and have lunch together as well as have a Kachin language 

class to teach young Kachin people. 

Second, walking reveals a geography of power in the camp through the paths that 

participants choose to take or avoid. Participants tend to avoid passing close to the 

camp gates. The camp gates are guarded by the Thai security, especially the route 

towards the main gate that cuts in front of the camp commander office. This gate is 

regularly used by humanitarian organizations. Each organization is required to report 

numbers of staff going in and out every day, but refugees commonly use another gate 

to go in and out of the camp. The location of refugee committee offices, section leader 

offices, the Karen camp-based organization, or the religious leader are set up further 

inside the camp, in their neighborhood. Refugees usually pass this building multiple 

times a day. This clearly shows a geography of power where the Thai government is 

situated at the edge of the camp, exercising the gaze of power and surveillance; the 

refugee camp committee is located at the center and represents refugee power. 

Third, the walking interview is useful for studying flows and mobility. Although the 

approach was created for studying space, I found that it worked well to follow and 

map flows and mobility of refugees along the borderland. Participants shared with 

me about their regular journeys to Mae Sot, visits to their family in their homeland in 

Burma, as well as participation in cross-border activities. I asked one Kachin man to 

draw a map of the route that he often walks in the camp or from the camp to Mae Sot. 

He said he could not do so, but he was willing to show me his favorite route by walking 

with me. I visited his house several times after the walking interview finished. One day 

he drew the map and route of his house in Kachin state. Through this, I knew that 

almost every year, he traveled back to his village in Kachin state not far from the border 

between China and Myanmar. He went there not to visit his family, but to participate 
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in political activities and various community development projects. Through refugees’ 

mobility, the camp is rather well connected to the borderland. It is not an isolated 

place, as I will elaborate on in chapters 5 and 6. Although the refugees’ freedom of 

mobility is officially limited, they are able to negotiate and navigate in a variety of 

important ways . 

Visual and Material studies

Refugees like to attach calendars, pictures and posters on the walls of their houses. As 

usual, they are a form of decoration or an indication of the date and month; however, 

they also elucidate some of the cultural practices and ethnographic data of its owner. 

A calendar, for example, is a common gift to give among camp inhabitants during the 

New Year celebrations. Politicians, religious, and community leaders like to produce 

and distribute calendars with a picture of them and their family. If the leader is from the 

Karen National Union, they like to put a picture of important Karen politicians with the 

national flag and Karen year. Meanwhile, the priest usually has a calendar with a picture 

of a church or Jesus Christ with a cross. So, the calendar contains some personal 

information as well as socio-cultural norms and relationships. 

Another common decoration seen in refugees’ homes are posters with random 

pictures of nature—such as waterfalls, forests, the famous Dutch garden Keukenhof—

British football players, celebrities, famous political leaders (e.g. Obama, Aung San 

Suu Kyi), the Thai king and queen, Buddha, or Jesus. Before 2012, the poster of Aung 

San Suu Kyi was famous among camp inhabitants to show that they were part of the 

democratic movement in Burma. In 2014, however, her poster disappeared from 

people’s houses. Although the posters themselves rarely contain a specific message, 

they act as a key to informants’ world and everyday life. 

An important part of my data collection method was my video camera, which I used to 

record political and cultural events and everyday life in the camp and along the border. 

The change over time in how my camera was viewed and accepted helps elucidate 

changes that took place in the camp during my time there. When my friend and I 

brought the camera to the camp in 2014, we had to hide it from the Thai Volunteer 

Defense Corps as the Thai government did not allow outsiders to take any pictures of 

the camp. However, camp inhabitants were allowed to take pictures and record video 

of themselves, and they would often share them on social media and Youtube. At that 

time the only moment that we felt it was safe to take our camera out in the public 

space inside the camp was during the festivals and events, when everyone was using 

their mobile phone and video camera to record the event. 
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By 2018, though, cameras and smartphones had become ubiquitous in the camp, as 

they had in most other places, and thus it became less problematic for me to take 

pictures or videos around the camp. Doing so was not only met without suspicion, 

but even encouraged by some camp participants. For example, we were asked by the 

leader of the hip-hop band to film him and his band members while walking from his 

house to the studio in zone A. We were unsure if we should do so, but they assured 

that there was no problem since many people had phones with a camera. Later, we 

shared that footage with him, and he made use of it. Moreover, refugees who trusted 

us liked to be documented and asked us to record their concerns so that we could 

present their voices to an outside world. In this way, the video camera served not only 

as a device to record informant’s daily life, but also as a tool to participate in daily camp 

life and collaborate with camp inhabitants. 

These visual and material methods complement the interview method to understand 

the cultural-social relation and the social world of refugees. There are often stories 

behind the poster choices in people’s homes, and asking about the poster would often 

elicit information that might not otherwise have become a topic of discussion. It gives 

an additional insight, which may not be part of the story that they tell. Moreover, it is 

the selection of things that the informants put there themselves, which shows certain 

aspects of their identity and their lives.

ETHICAL ETHNOGRAPHY

Informed consent

My research focuses on refugees and refugee camp formation, and refugees are 

considered to be a vulnerable group. I, therefore, have been aware of ethical issues 

throughout the process, from the early stages, to fieldwork, to the writing and 

publishing of this dissertation. My research follows the ethical guidelines of University 

of Amsterdam and borrows from the Association for Social Anthropologist of the UK 

and Commonwealth3 on, for example, protecting research participants and honoring 

trust; anticipating harms; avoiding undue intrusion; informed consent; rights to 

confidentiality and anonymity.  

I separate the ethical practices into two levels: (i) informed consent while doing 

participant observation; (ii) permission to record and publish. I applied participant 

observation throughout my fieldwork, I asked key informants who had agreed to 

3  Association for Social Anthropologist of the UK and Commonwealth ‘Ethical guideline for good research 
practice’, retrieved from https://www.theasa.org/ethics/guidelines.shtml (last accessed 14 January 2020). 
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participate in my research to fill out consent forms. These were always individuals 

with whom I had already built rapport. This group includes around 40 people. For 

other people who I interacted with only one time, I used an oral consent form by 

informing them about my position and asking for their permission to potentially 

use their information in the future. I encountered difficulty to hand respondents an 

informed consent at the beginning of the conversation. To hand in the form means 

to finish my work before starting it. Therefore, the oral consent was more practical in 

my case. Any photo I share in this thesis is done so with the explicit consent of the 

person pictured and the owner of the photo (if I did not take it). Personal information 

of informants has been and will continue to be handled with complete confidentiality. 

My informants remain anonymous except for a few cases where they allowed me to 

use photos revealing their faces. The names that are shown here are pseudonyms.

‘Do no harm’, preventing exploitation and giving back to the community

The idea of ‘do no harm’ relates to minimizing danger to informants; it is a foundational 

principle for ethnographic scholars. The principle requires a moral responsibility 

of researchers to be able to judge and anticipate any future threat to participants. 

Pink suggested that researchers should discuss harm with informants. For example, 

researchers need to ask if there are personal or cultural reasons to ask if personal photos 

or other images are offensive to or create anxiety for that individual or community 

(Pink, 2007). In my research the security of each refugee was (and remains) of utmost 

importance. I did not reveal any information that can be traced back to a real person. 

When issues that I thought may be sensitive came up in conversation, I specifically 

asked whether the topic was creating any stress or anxiety to them and if they were 

comfortable discussing it further. 

Mackenzie et al. (2007), however, argue that the principle of ‘do no harm’ is not enough. 

In their ethical paper, they criticize time-constrained researchers who visit a refugee 

community, collect information, then leave. This makes refugees feel exploited by 

researchers. They suggest that it is necessary for researchers to conduct research that 

brings a benefit to refugees and their community or orients toward finding a solution 

to their situation. On the contrary, Pink points out that the idea of ‘giving something 

back’ implies that the researcher extracts data and then makes a gift of something 

else as a compensation in return, rather than making research less exploitative. It also 

benefits researchers who feel ethically virtuous but may leave informants wondering 

why they were given something. She proposes a collaborative research that focuses on 

the idea of ‘creating something together’ in which agency becomes shared between 

informants and researchers (Pink, 2007: 57).
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In my case, a female refugee working with one of the rights-based organizations asked 

me the question ‘What is an outcome of your research and how do we (refugees) 

benefit from it? I believe that almost every scholar who works with a community—not 

only refugee communities—might be asked this question. The refugee communities I 

worked with are experienced research subjects. When I was asked the question above, 

I did not know exactly how to answer as it was quite a heavy question. I went back 

to her a few days later and explained the objectives of my research. We had a long 

discussion about urbanization in the camp, and the experiences of refugees who had 

been in the camp for a long period of time. She told me about her concerns about 

young people and camp closure. Towards the end of our long discussion, I told her 

that my research explains about the nature of long-term refugee camps and captures 

one moment of history of the camp. It may not bring any immediate improvement to 

the refugee community. She appreciated our long discussion and my honest answer.  

 

I agree with MacKenzie et al. (2007) on the exploitation of research participants which 

I also witnessed from the refugee community that I worked with. However, I wonder 

whether Mackenzie et al.’s requirement puts an unnecessary burden on scholars or 

sets a normative requirement. Will this idea set up refugees’ expectations what the 

scholar will bring or do? 

Some refugees are used to being interviewed or completing a questionnaire; they like 

to talk with researchers or humanitarian workers since they know that they would get 

something back in return. They often come to approach a researcher and already have 

a set of answers to patterned questions asked by researchers. When they approached 

me, I listened to them, their worries and their background and other information they 

wanted to share. I offered tea, coffee or lunch, but I did not offer anything else.

My research does not yet reach to the point of collaboration in Pink’s terms, but 

neither is it ‘hit and run’. What I aimed to do was to contribute to the community by 

participating in community development activities. I taught English to college students 

and helped the college with administrative work both in Thai and in English. I taught 

Thai language to refugee staff working in the hospital so they could learn Thai medical 

vocabulary and terms that are often used. This helps them be more confident to talk 

when they have to communicate with Thai staff at the Thai hospital. In this way, I did 

give back—but I did it on a communal, rather than an individual level.
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CHAPTER OUTLINE

The organization of the rest of this thesis is as follows. Chapter 2 examines the camp 

governing system. It focuses on the smallest autonomous governing unit in the camp, 

the refugee camp committee, which has managed the camp even before the Thai 

state and humanitarian agencies showed much interest in the camp. It argues that 

Mae La is not governed under a ‘state of exception’ as suggested by Agamben, but 

rather governed by multiple sovereigns (Hanafi & Long, 2010). The Thai government 

thereby lends partial sovereignty to the camp committee through what I call ‘guested 

sovereignty’, letting it manage and govern the camp population in a similar way as 

the Thai state used to do with refugees and war captives historically. The chapter 

further discusses how the camp committee navigates and negotiates with the multiple 

sovereigns involved (the Thai state, humanitarian agencies, Karen Insurgency groups) 

to carve out a certain autonomous space, in which they can govern according to their 

own ideals. 

Chapter 3 counters the commonly held notion that refugees are ‘in limbo’ and spend 

most of their supposedly temporary time in the refugee camp ‘waiting’, arguing that 

this notion no longer holds true in long-term camps such as Mae La. The chapter 

shows many examples of how refugees have used their own resources (money and 

labor) to develop physical infrastructure in the camp, build houses, and set up shops 

and facilities, thereby giving it a sense of place and making it their home. Through 

the lens of the camp as a productive space, this chapter gives an insight into how 

temporariness has transitioned to permanence and everyday life from ‘waiting’ to 

‘living’. 

In Chapter 4, I argue that refugees’ living and place-making in the camp remain 

inextricably connected to the ethnic struggle of the Karen in Myanmar. The camp 

thereby serves a crucial function concerning Karen identity, which cannot be easily 

abandoned. Ethno-nationalism is strong in the camp, and refugees have built and 

developed Mae La in the image of their homeland in many dimensions: governance, 

education, history, and culture. When ceasefire agreements in 2015 opened up the 

possibility of ‘return’, it turned out that this is actually not a desirable option for 

many. This chapter argues that the homeland idea has become decoupled from its 

geographical location, that is has become portable and that it moved with them.

Chapter 5 challenges static and liminal notions of the refugee camp by considering 

another factor: mobility, or the flows of people in and out of the camp. It discusses 
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the variety of tactics that refugees use to go out of the camp on a regular basis, for 

work, study, religious activities, or other purposes. Secondly, it highlights the flow of 

people coming to Mae La voluntarily, to work, to study, to resettle in third countries, 

to participate in a political movement, or for romantic reasons, where one is able 

to pursue a better quality of life than by staying in villages in Myanmar. From the 

refugee perspective, the Mae La camp is definitely not an undesirable or a ‘dumping 

site’ (Bauman, 2004). Moreover, through the flows of refugees going outside and 

coming into the camp, the Mae La camp turns into a node of connection and a place 

of opportunities for refugees and migrants in this borderland. This pattern of refugee 

mobility is similar to migrants seeking a better life in a city. 

The former chapters provide explanations of why the camp has existed for a long 

period of time, and how the camp has transformed over time. Chapter 6 takes 

these observations to debates about urbanization and links the discussion to the 

wider Thailand-Burma borderland. This borderland has been designated as a Special 

Economic Zone, and received large investments from China at the other side of 

the border in Burma. This diminishes differences between core and periphery, as 

the refugee camp arguably becomes less of a camp and more of an enclave in an 

urbanizing borderland. These changes at the same time bring renewed uncertainty 

to the lives of refugees, as they fear that rumors of camp closure may actually be 

real this time. This urbanization process of borderlands is a broader phenomenon in 

Southeast Asia, in which refugees will have to reposition themselves. This also means 

that differences between urban and camp refugees are getting increasingly blurred.

Finally, Chapter 7, the conclusion, comes back to the research questions raised in the 

beginning of this Introduction, provides answers based on the analyses in the preceding 

chapters, and reflects on how this research contributed to an epistemological re-

imagination of long-term camps. 
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CHAPTER TWO

Guested sovereignty and
camp governance

INTRODUCTION 
 

In recent refugee studies, scholars have analyzed camp governing systems mostly 

from a macro-perspective through state and humanitarian agency actions. 

Dominant debates on refugee camp governance tend to emphasize the sovereign 

power of the state, seeing the state as an absolute power operating in the camp 

realms, and defining camps as a space of exception (Agamben, 2005; Diken, 

2004). Others argue that refugee camps are effectively run by humanitarian 

organizations, with limited involvement from the host state (Fassin, 2012). A 

third line of thinking argues that the camp is a space where multiple sovereigns 

play roles and thereby suspend the laws (Hanafi and Long, 2010; Turner, 2005).  

 

All of these understandings of camp governance focus on the macro-level governance 

and fail to analyze the micro-level governance. It is, therefore, important to analyze 

how the actual day-to-day governance of the camp works and who responds to the 

day-to-day issues. In this chapter, I will show that for Mae La, these day-to-day issues 

are managed by the camp committee. It is a political body set up by the refugees 

themselves. It fills a particular space left at the camp management level, which the 

sovereigns leave open, and in which refugees are actually able to organize and govern 

themselves. Analyses in refugee studies often overlook such dynamics at the micro-

level, the level of the refugee camp committee, even though it plays an important 

role in organizing and managing the camps. Especially in the context of the Thailand-

Burma borderland, the refugee committee has existed even since before the formal 

establishment of the camp as a refugee camp thirty years ago.

Each sovereign actor has a different view on the space that is the camp in terms of 
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governance, depending on the role and function of the sovereign (for example, the Thai 

state thinks differently than humanitarian organizations). Yet since both have allowed 

the camp committee to remain in control of camp administration on a day-to-day 

basis and on an operational level, the camp committee has managed to carve out a 

space among the multiple sovereigns involved in the camp, in which it can exercise 

its own power and autonomy, functioning as an institution of their own. It knows how 

to navigate, negotiate and maneuver, and does so in a dynamic way. It sometimes 

explicitly claims its own power over certain affairs and contests other sovereigns, but 

at other times aligns itself strategically with one of the other sovereigns to secure and 

maintain its autonomy. 

This space among multiple sovereigns may therefore be a gray space at the macro-

level, because multiple sovereigns play roles, but it is not an opaque space. In order 

to understand what happens in this political arena, this chapter delves into this micro-

unit of camp governance—the refugee camp committee.

SOVEREIGNTY IN CAMP GOVERNANCE

Agamben (1998;2005) suggested that a refugee camp is a space of exception. In his 

philosophical explanation, he points to the sovereign power of the modern state that is 

able to suspend the rule of law, declare a state of emergency, and coerce its population 

while at the same time giving them protection. However, refugees are categorized 

outside the nation-state system. They lost their protection when they crossed the 

national border and their political life was removed. The refugee, thereby becomes 

‘bare life’, subjected to state power without any protection, such as is the case of the 

Guantanamo detention center. Turner (2005) confirms Agamben’s idea that the camp 

is an exceptional space. Based on his study in Burundian refugee camp in Tanzania, he 

points to the illegal status of refugees, which makes it impossible to govern the camp 

like the rest of the national space. Yiftachel (2009) referred to the Palestinian refugee 

camps as a ‘gray space’ where the set of laws that apply to refugees is unclear and 

suspended. He considers such gray space no longer much of an exception but rather 

as the norm in the daily life of refugees in the camps. 

Agamben emphasizes state power over a political subject; however, his work does 

not explain how refugees live their life within this exceptional space, and whether the 

camp will remain a space of exception when it has been existing for a long period 

of time. His concept is derived from his observation on Guantanamo bay, which has 

52

CHAPTER TWO



a different purpose and management from refugee camps, moreover, his analysis 

ignores the complexity of multiple sovereigns in the camp and possibilities of refugee’s 

agency (for example Ramadan, 2012; Owens, 2010). Agamben’s concept of exception 

is useful philosophically, but less useful for explaining the messiness on the ground 

(Peteet, 2015). Therefore, a more nuanced study of the camp is required, which is 

more sensitive to the particular characteristic of real camps: the politics, people, 

relations, and practices that constitute camps on an everyday basis (Sanyal, 2014; 

Ramadan,2012). 

In later work, Ramadan points to the ‘fractured, hybrid sovereignty practices’ that 

characterize the governing system of the Palestinian camps in Lebanon. He puts 

forward the notion of ‘hybrid sovereignty’ where state and non-state actors compete, 

but also collaborate to control the refugee camp (Ramadan and Fregonese, 2017). 

Horstmann (2011) documents the influence of Christian networks in the Thailand-

Burma borderland and calls it ‘contested sovereignty’. Feldman (2008), in turn, 

emphasizes that the camp is rather a space of uncertain sovereignty where those 

sovereigns do not want to claim power over subjects. 

In this chapter I build on the notion of multiple sovereignties as formulated in slightly 

different terms by Hanafi and McConnachie. Hanafi, studying Palestinian refugee 

camps in Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan, argues that the host state has a legitimacy to 

govern and manage refugee camps, but in reality the situation is diverse. Instead of one 

sovereign, camps are ruled by a multi-layered tapestry of multiple partial sovereigns 

(Hanafi, 2010:6). Moreover, he states that the complexities of governance in the 

refugee camps stem from the fact that local camp authorities are not recognized by 

the host countries. McConnachie refers to the camps as being governed by multiple 

sovereigns. She emphasizes the practices of the Thai government that allowed other 

sovereigns, specifically humanitarian agencies and the Karen National Union to 

provide camps and camp inhabitants with protection as an ‘outsourced sovereign’ 

(McConnachie, 2014:8). 

The relationship between the Thai state as a sovereign and the camp committee is 

also informed by the historical context of statecraft in the Thailand-Burma borderland, 

where temporary incursions of refugees were often condoned, as long as they did 

not cause problems or claim citizenship rights: they were seen as guests. I will argue 

that that the camp committee in this context of multiple sovereigns functions as a 

‘guested’ sovereign, meaning that the Thai government, as de jure sovereign over the 

territory, partially hands over sovereignty of camp space to the camp committee while 
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the refugees are accepted as guests (note that the Thai state is not a signatory to the 

UN Refugee Convention, so it does not officially recognize ‘refugees’), with the implied 

expectation that this configuration is temporary, although a period is not defined. 

In the next sections I consider the governance system in the Mae La camp through 

the lens of sovereignty, building on the concepts and various forms it assumes in the 

literature as described above. I begin outlining the structure of the camp committee, 

the smallest unit of governance in the camp, including how it operates, functions, and is 

elected. Then I identify the multiple sovereigns involved and their influence on the camp 

governing system. I subsequently examine how the camp committee negotiates its roles, 

power, and autonomy among those sovereigns, through an illustration of case studies. 

THE CAMP COMMITTEE 

Each refugee camp on the border has its own camp committee, which is a local 

organization run by refugees themselves. As a governing body, it was first set up by 

Karen elites who had good administrative and language skills, and it initially operated 

under the umbrella of the Karen Refugee Committee (KRC), which is part of the Karen 

National Union (Rajah, 2002). The structure of the camp committee—with village 

heads, committees and sections—reflected, and still reflects, the traditional structure 

of village management within Burma (Lang, 2002). In earlier times, after the refugees 

from Burma had fled to the Thai side of the border, the camp committee facilitated 

aid received from Christian networks and provided some services to refugees, for 

example, food and rations distribution. Nowadays, the organization has clearly 

expanded its functions: the camp committee is in charge of day-to-day management 

in the camp, organizes meetings, and coordinates with humanitarian agencies and the 

Thai government, helping them on an operational level. While other actors come and 

go from the camp, the camp committee has become the main political body inside the 

camp dealing with refugees from birth to death, 24 hours 7 days a week. It is the ‘go to’ 

institution for refugees in Mae La. 

The fact that the camp administrative system is still based on refugee participation 

and is maintained by refugee communities themselves rather than externally imposed 

on them by the Thai government or United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) is remarkable, and it has led to an enduring operational autonomy for the 

camp committee. This is quite unlike the majority of refugee camps around the world 

where camp committees are typically set up by the UNHCR. Here, without the help 

54

CHAPTER TWO



from the camp committee, the Thai government, UNHCR, and humanitarian agencies 

could not work with refugees in the camp. 

Figure 2.1 Mae La camp committee administrative structure4

 

Dealing with the 40,000 to 50,000 inhabitants of the Mae La camp (fluctuating over the 

years), it is necessary for the camp committee to divide work and responsibilities. Figure 

2.1 shows that the Mae La camp committee is composed of the administrative head 

team (camp leader and two vice-camp leaders) and six departments (Education, Health, 

Security, Justice, Camp Affairs, and Food Rations Supply). The camp leader sits on top 

of the hierarchy and appoints the heads of the six departments. Within each department 

there are again sub-committees assisting work in different zones and sections, covering 

a wide range of camp administration from routine administrative work to solving legal 

cases, while at the same time dealing with other stakeholders at the camp organizational 

level and higher (for instance, the Thai government and humanitarian agencies).  

 

The Camp Affairs subcommittee (see more details in the box ‘procedure of new arrival 

in Mae La camp’) deals with registration of the camp population: new arrivals, refugees 

leaving, births, and deaths. At the end of each month, they send a monthly report with 

the updated camp population to the Thai government, humanitarian organizations, 

the Committee for Coordination of Services to Displaced Persons5 in Thailand and 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. These numbers also need to be 

4  The diagram is made by the author and is based on my interviews with the camp committee. It illustrates a 
visual picture of the camp committee and its administrative bodies.
5  CCSDPT is a communication network for non-governmental organizations working with displaced persons 
in Thailand. It acts as a coordinator, playing a role to provide information and inserting an agenda to the Thai 
government and other international organizations that have an interest in helping refugees. 
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communicated to the Food and Ration Distribution subcommittee for food provisioning 

throughout the camp. The Camp Affairs subcommittee furthermore needs to inform 

camp inhabitants whenever there is a new policy or regulation changing in the camp. 

Procedure of new arrival in Mae La camp

Mu Naw, a camp ration distributer shared with me what new arrival refugees 

have to do. Once refugees arrive in the Mae La camp, the first thing they have 

to do is to register with the section leader. New arrivals to Mae La camp come 

from different places; they crossed the border from Burma or moved from other 

camps for study, training, or work. The section leader needs to know new resident 

members. Household registration is the most important process in order to stay 

in the camp. It relates to provisioning of food rations, legal processes, and access 

to camp welfare and other services. A new arrival who comes with or without 

family members first needs to register themselves and any family members who 

accompany them with the section leader at the area they stay. If they do not have 

a house, the section leader will assign them a plot of land that they can build their 

house on. Often, new arrivals will buy or rent a house from the former owner. 

Inside the household registration book, it shows the house number, name of the 

head of the household and all family members with information of age, gender and 

ethnicity, refugee status, and location of birthplace/place from Burma. The house 

registration book is the most essential document for Mae La refugees. They need 

to show this book to identify themselves, receive food ration distributions, access 

school and hospital, apply for jobs, ask for the camp pass, apply for resettlement 

program, etc. Lacking this document causes limited access to any camp facility 

and services mentioned above. Refugees who were already in other camps, 

but move to Mae La for studying, one year training, working, or those who are 

following religious leaders need to go through the same process, but then via their 

organization. Meanwhile, refugees who want to leave the camp have to return the 

household registration book to the section leader as well.

After registration, section health staff will visit newcomers for general health 

screening and provide them with basic health knowledge regarding hygiene, 

vaccination and infectious disease prevention. Young children and babies need 

to undergo malnutrition screening since many children who have gone through 

the process of migration are found to be underfed. Health staff will provide 

supplementary food to parents of any children who are in need. For the rest, 

refugees have to collect their own food rations, housing materials and other extra 

supports from the section office or section warehouse.
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Camp security and internal or external camp conflicts form the responsibility of the 

Security subcommittee, while all camp social welfare, such as education, healthcare, 

water sanitation, and garbage management belong to the Education and Health 

subcommittee. The Justice subcommittee deals with the camp legal system and 

conflict resolution. 

Although at first glance the camp committee might seem to be only a micro-political 

unit in the camp, it will be clear from these tasks and managing a large number of 

people that this is actually a rather complicated enterprise. As the only institution with 

its eyes and ears firmly on the ground, the camp committee and its subcommittees 

therefore enjoy a certain power and autonomy over their day-to-day operation and 

affairs amidst (arguably more powerful) stakeholders involved in the camp, such as 

the Thai government and humanitarian organizations, especially so because the 

committee is instrumental in effectively translating policies and regulations to and 

from these other stakeholders. 

Who is the camp committee? 

The camp committee is comprised of refugees. They are either elected or appointed 

by political authorities, such as the Senior Advisory Board (see figure 2.1) or the Karen 

National Union (KNU). In Mae La camp the camp committee is entirely elected by the 

camp population. The election system borrows from the American electoral model. It 

can be divided into two levels. The lowest level is that of the section leaders. There are 

22 section leaders in Mae La, one for each section in the camp. Every camp resident 

who is 18 years and older can vote for their section leaders. They stay for a four-year 

term. The elected section leaders will then, in turn, vote for a camp leader on behalf 

of their section. The election is facilitated by the Karen Refugee Committee and the 

Committee for Coordination of Service for Displaced Persons in Thailand. The camp 

leader serves a three-year term. The camp leader appoints the Vice Camp Leaders and 

the heads of each department. All together, they form the camp committee. Although 

one term is three years, the total time one can work as a camp leader or as a member 

of the camp committee varies. A popular camp leader will often get elected for a 

second or third term. Usually, camp leader candidates are well-known persons in the 

camp; they may already work as a section leader, be a former village headman, school 

head master, or retired political leader in another function. So, the camp leaders are 

often the ones who are ‘traditional and charismatic’ in character. 

The camp committee itself claims to be the government for the Mae La people which 

is run by refugees and for refugees, but not everyone can run for camp leader or be in 
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a high position in the committee. Since the organization was set up by the Karen, the 

system is strongly based on Karen’s traditional rules and regulation as well as cultural 

organization. This has resulted in the fact that a majority of staff in the camp committee 

is Karen. Meanwhile, other ethnic groups in the camp feel that the organization is 

dominated by the Karen and works for Karen, but not for them. The camp committee 

has tried to solve the problem by recruiting from other ethnic groups, but still, all high 

positions are held by Karen. 

Moreover, a position in the camp committee requires a person with considerable 

cultural and social capital. Saw Tha, the Vice Camp Leader, is a good example. He 

is a well-known and charismatic person with large social networks, and the way he 

dresses himself is similar to a typical local Thai authority, which ordinary refugees in 

the camp would not do. Apart from that, he speaks Thai very well. Therefore, he can 

communicate well with local Thai authorities, unlike other Karen committee members. 

This kind of cultural capital clearly shines through his appearance and performance. 

He served as the Vice Camp Leader for two terms and has worked in the camp 

committee for twenty years. He planned to run as a candidate for Camp Leader for the 

next election. Since Tha has worked there for a long time, he knows the organization 

the best. What makes him succeed in his career is not only that he has a good 

relationship with the Karen National Union, but also a well-established relationship 

with local Thai authorities working inside and outside of the camp. He has a wide 

knowledge regarding local Thai authorities and the governing system in Tak province. 

He often meets with the Thai government regarding camp issues. Saw Tha explained 

to me:

A position of camp leader or section leader is quite undesirable because 

they have to work with many pressures, including ensuring the well-

being of camp residents, resolving social problems, distributing rations 

equitably, and negotiating with the Thai government and humanitarian 

reliefs.

According to information from the Karen Refugee Committee, a member of the camp 

committee receives around 3,000- 6,000 baht (90-180 USD) per month depending 

on the position. It is not a well-paid job compared to their large responsibility, but 

Saw Tha plans to run for re-election. If this job is undesirable, why did one want to 

run for the camp leader position? In fact, I believe that while not well compensated 
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monetarily, being a camp leader is a privileged position. One is placed in a high socio-

cultural status, recognized and respected by camp inhabitants. Leaders likely do 

not run only for altruistic reasons of serving the refugee community; they also do 

it for their own benefit, and work hard to preserve their own power and position. 

MULTIPLE SOVEREIGNTY IN THE MAE LA CAMP

There are multiple sovereign powers and other actors involved with the camp 

governing system and interacting with the camp committee. Figure 2.2 shows the 

governing structure and multiple sovereigns in the Mae La camp.

Thai government

Let us start with the left side of the flow chart, the Thai government. The Thai state 

and its government is the de jure sovereign power. However, this actor only actually 

came to operate in the camp after the consolidation of camps at the border in 1995. 

As mentioned in the Introduction chapter, the reasons for late entry were (i) the 

historical context of the Thai state dealing with refugees from neighboring countries, 

(ii) maintaining a diplomatic relationship with the Burmese government, and (iii) a 

hesitance to address questions of potential integration if more involved. 

Figure 2.2 A flow chart shows the multiple sovereigns involvement in the camp governance6

6  The flow chart of relationship between camp committee and multiple sovereigns in the Mae La camp is made 
by the author
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In 1995 the Thai government became more involved with the refugee situation. 

The Ministry of Interior became the main institution dealing with refugee policy and 

regulation. They set up the office at every refugee camp and assigned a special officer 

as a mayor of the camp known as the ‘camp commander’ or known in Thai language 

as Palad. The camp commander mainly takes care of camp external affairs and ensures 

that the camp is peaceful, as well as facilitating cultural events. For example, the 

refugees have to attend and celebrate the Thai King’s birthday ceremony, and when 

the camp inhabitants organize the New Year ceremony the camp commander attends. 

The Volunteer Defense Corps, (Or Sor in Thai), assists the camp commander on issues 

related to security and protection. The Thai government demanded the refugee camp 

security to be unarmed. 

Moreover, the Thai government issued decrees to all refugee camps as to general 

camp regulations, such as a prohibition of drinking alcohol in the camp area, 

limited refugee movements outside of the camp beyond the allowed time, and a 

prohibition on picking up forest products and destroying forests nearby the camp. 

These regulations are implemented by the Camp Affairs Subcommittee. Outside of 

the camp, the Thai government set up several checkpoints on the road starting from 

the camp to Mae Sot border town as well as along the border. These checkpoints 

are a tool to control and screen flows and mobility of refugees and migrant workers.  

UNHCR and other Humanitarian Agencies 

The situation at Mae La was never a situation of a ‘blank-slate’ camp created at the 

border to receive refugees, isolated from the rest of the borderland, and managed by 

humanitarian organizations. In fact, the humanitarian organizations arrived only much 

later.

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has worked with 

refugees on the Thai-Burma border since 1984, but it took ten years after the camp was 

formally established before they were able to set up their offices at the Mae Sot border 

and in refugee camps. The entrance of the UNHCR brought international attention to 

this refugee population. Yet UNHCR also came with their own mandates and policies, 

which challenged the power and practices of both the refugee camp committee and 

the newly instigated control of the camp by the Thai government. UNHCR, for example, 

requested permission to register refugees in all nine camps and proposed three durable 

solutions to the refugee problem to the Thai government: voluntary repatriation, local 

integration and resettlement to third countries. The Thai government was open to two 

of the solutions, but rejected the proposal of integrating refugees into the Thai society.  
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In 2004, the UNHCR, with permission from the Thai government, started a survey 

to assess the refugee population and conducted a refugee registration for all nine 

camps. The UNHCR also negotiated with the Thai government to promote a formal 

agreement to allow refugees to work outside of the camps; they introduced and 

piloted a labor card program to refugees, but the program was stopped by the Thai 

government citing concerns of national security. Refugees do work outside the camp 

on a regular basis, and the Thai government knows this very well, but they prefer the 

informal nature of this arrangement.

Apart from UNHCR, there were 26 humanitarian organizations working inside the 

camp (when I did my fieldwork in 2014); currently it is reduced to 15 organizations7. 

These humanitarian organizations cannot operate in the camp without permission 

from the Ministry of Interior, so mostly they have to follow the MoU agreement (for 

all humanitarian organizations operating in Thailand) and mandates from the Thai 

government. Although UNHCR and the other humanitarian organizations play an 

important role in supporting camp welfare and services, their operations are very 

fragmented and they do not fully participate in the camp affairs. The camp was merely 

a formal structure more or less overlaid on existing Karen communities. Granted, at 

that time there was a considerable influx of new refugees from across the border, but 

these were largely absorbed into long-time existing Karen settlements and networks 

already present at the Thai side. 

The Border Consortium (TBC)

The Border Consortium is the most powerful among humanitarian agencies. Only The 

Border Consortium actually plays an important role in camp internal affairs because it 

has been working closely with the Karen Refugee Committee uninterruptedly since the 

early times. It was the first humanitarian organization helping the refugees from Burma. 

The organization was formerly composed of network of Christian churches, and now 

it is still funded by Christian networks. Their role in the camp is to provide food and 

shelter to all nine refugee camps in Thailand including Internally Displaced Persons 

camps in Burma. Therefore, they have a strong influence on camp management and 

internal affairs. 

7  The list of current humanitarian agencies: 1. ACTED (Agency for Technical Cooperation and Development); 
ADRA (Adventist Development and Relief Agency); 3. ARC International (American Rescue Committee); 4. COERR 
(Catholic Office for Emergency Relief and Refugees); 5. DARE (DARE Network); 6. HI (Handicap International); 7. 
IRC (International Rescue Committee); 8.JRS (Jesuit Refugee Service (Asia Pacific); 9.MI (Malteser International); 
10.RTP (Right To Play); 11.SCI (Save The Children); 12.SVA (Shanti Volunteer Association); 13.TBC (The Border 
Consortium); 14.WE (World Education); 15. WEAVE (Women’s Education for Advancement and Empowerment). 
The information was retrieved from Committee for Coordination of Services to Displaced Person in Thailand 
(CCSDPT) http://www.ccsdpt.org/ last accessed 16 May 2017.
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Karen National Union (KNU)

The Karen National Union (KNU) is the political entity representing the Christian Karen 

and their struggle for independence. Along with its military wing, the Karen National 

Liberation Army, the KNU is itself still residing in Karen state in Burma, but it plays a 

powerful role in camp governance. It has a direct influence on camp internal affairs 

since the camp committee was set up with a similar governing system as run by the 

KNU. Moreover, many camp inhabitants have fled from areas governed by the KNU, 

so they still believe in the power of the KNU. When the camp was first being set up 

on the Thai side, the KNU provided camp security and protection. The KNU worked 

with the Camp Committee (Security department) to guard the camps from cross-

border attacks. The Karen National Liberation Army would fight when there was an 

attack from the Burmese military. The central Thai government and UNHCR had not 

yet entered the scene at that time. While the settlements were still small, the central 

Thai government let the local authorities at the border deal with the inflow of refugees. 

For the Thai state, the KNU acted as a buffer zone and helped it fight against drug 

trafficking (Lang, 2002). 

It was only when the cross-border attacks forced the Thai government to firmly establish 

their grip along the border and set up a camp commander in each refugee camp that 

the role of the KNU was officially diminished. The relationship between the KNU and 

the entire camp population became sensitive when the international community 

criticized KNU involvement that seemed to turn the refugee camp into an extension of 

revolutionary politics. The KNU, therefore, officially announced that they are no longer 

involved in any camp affairs (Callahan, 2007). However, a strong connection between 

the KNU, the camp committee, and refugee camps remains until this day. The KNU still 

benefits from the camps for healthcare, doctors, food supply, and recruitment of young 

people. Some officials and relatives of the Karen National Liberation Army also live in the 

camp and receive protection (Brouwer & Van Wijk, 2013).

In terms of the camp governing system, the KNU influence now officially runs through 

the Karen Refugee Committee (KRC). The KRC acts as a liaison organization with 

connections to the KNU, the Thai government, humanitarian organizations, and the 

camp committee. Their liaison work is like a think tank: to think about, formulate, 

and promote particular overall camp policies concerning the refugees. It is divided 

into different departments, each responding to different issues regarding the refugee 

population. For example, the Karen Refugee Committee on Education Entity (KRCEE) is 

responsible for the Karen camp education system and community development. KRCEE 

produces and standardizes school curriculum and general tests. The KRC also has the 
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responsibility to organize camp committee elections in all seven Karen refugee camps.

 

The KNU’s influence is also visible in the many camp-based organizations, such as the 

Karen Women Organization, Karen Youth Organization, and Karen Student Network 

Group. All these organizations, while representing and advocating rights for various 

groups in the camp, are at the core informed by Karen ethno-nationalist ideology, 

as promulgated by the KNU. This also manifests itself in seats in the organizations’ 

boards: the Karen Women Organization president is a daughter of General Bo Mya, 

the former president of the Karen National Liberation Army. The line between KNU, 

KRC, camp committee and supporting organizations is thus very thin; although now 

officially and administratively separated, the ideology and even the people are often 

the same.

Religious leaders

Religious leaders play a role as conflict resolvers in the camp. The camp population 

is generally quite strongly religious, either adhering to Christianity (the majority), 

Buddhism, or Islam. When Muslim refugees are in conflict, for example, they choose 

to consult and report the case to their religious leaders before contacting the camp 

committee. Cases are often resolved on that level if the conflict is within one religious 

population. When it is an inter-ethnic conflict, it often escalates to the camp justice level. 

The religious leaders are therefore influential persons in terms of camp governance, 

but they are not officially part of the camp committee. The camp committee invites 

them, however, to participate when there are issues of adultery, sexual relations before 

marriage, or inter-ethnic conflicts. Apart from that, the Christian network in the camp 

also helps and supports new arrival refugees and students who migrate to study in 

the camp by providing them food and shelter. This is linked to the larger Christian 

networks in the border region.

The balance of power and roles of each sovereign are often in flux – sometimes the 

power is shared in a way that all agree with and there is a spirit of cooperation. At 

other times, power is contested, each vying for their own power or for a certain action 

or policy. For example, when the Thai state authority and UNHCR came in long after 

the camps were originally formed, the power of the camp committee was indeed 

challenged and the camp committee had to adjust and adapt their ways to deal with 

those powerful actors.

63

GUESTED SOVEREIGNTY AND CAMP GOVERNANCE



POLITICS IN THE CAMP

The following cases on rations cuts and laws depict the practices of the camp committee 

on a day-to-day basis, showing their management of camp conflicts, as well as their 

dealing with multiple sovereigns in order to maintain their power and autonomy. 

 

Sitting at the canteen with students, Albert, an English teacher who also serves as 

senior staff in the camp committee, and I were talking about Thai politics as well as the 

coming general election in Burma. He raised the question to me that:

What would you do if there was a reduction of food rations, but you had 

to divide it between 50,000 people in the camp? Meanwhile, you knew 

that there are some refugees who are well off and some whose lives are 

relying on the rations, how would you do it? (He continued after I gave 

a basic answer) I, as a decision maker, decided to stop giving rations for 

those refugees who are able to stand on their feet in order to give to 

those who are in-needed. 

Yet the camp inhabitants whose rations had been stopped gathered in front of the 

main entrance of the camp demanding a meeting with the camp committee, the camp 

commander and the Border Consortium (the humanitarian organization responsible 

for food supply) to understand why their rations had been cut and to demand that 

they get the rations back. The protestors argued that the camp authorities treat people 

unfairly. They are also refugees, even though they were able to open a shop to earn 

some income, but what they earned was not enough for feeding a whole family. The 

ration distribution staff, however, argued that some of them were already far better off, 

since some were able to send their kids to Thai school or owned a pick-up truck, and 

thus did not need to rely on these rations

. 

More people joined the protests each day. On the third day, the camp commander 

was unhappy with the situation that around 80 protestors were standing in front of 

the camp gate, and he worried it may create a nuisance and a bad atmosphere, which 

would show that he lacked the power to control the situation in the camp. So, the 

camp commander demanded the refugee camp leader and the Border Consortium 

deal with this issue as soon as possible and ordered his Volunteer Defense Corps to 

clear those people out of the main gate. The case was brought for discussion among 

camp authorities (Camp Commander, The Border Consortium, Rations distribution 

staff, Camp Affairs and Senior Advisory Board) to find a solution. At the end, the rations 
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department had to back off and continued distributing rations to those protesting 

people in the same way as before. 

This case reveals the complexity of camp governance. The camp committee exerted its 

own autonomy and made decisions impacting refugees on an operational level, based 

on specific knowledge on the ground, and at the same time was held accountable 

for its decisions by the refugees, as seen from the protest. The Thai state does not 

interfere in any of this; The Border Consortium only sets the norms. The messiness 

of needing to deviate from the norms for the actual, current refugee situation in the 

camp, the implementation, and the resolution of subsequent conflicts are the camp 

committee’s responsibility.

The camp committee, as a consequence, has taken control of all aspects of camp 

administration, including the registration of camp population, the security of the 

camp and the camp population, and the coordination and negotiation with the Thai 

government and UNHCR. They constitute a quite powerful actor by themselves. 

They strive to maintain their own autonomy, making sure that the camp still exists 

and continues to operate in the Karen way, and that their ethnic identity does not 

disappear. The Thai authorities and humanitarian agencies have to rely on the camp 

committee for organizing meetings, translating, training new staff, and enforcing and 

implementing policy and regulations. One member of the camp committee told me 

that she felt that the camp committee’s work is only to serve the Thai government and 

humanitarian agencies. Yet in reality, the Thai authority, UHNCR, and humanitarian 

agencies could not function in the camp without the camp committee.

Whose laws?

Before the Thai state and the UNHCR arrived on the scene in Mae La camp, the camp 

committee used Karen traditional laws for all legal cases in the camp. If a conflict 

occurred, refugees needed to contact the section leader to report a problem. If the 

problem was simple, such as a dispute between wife and husband, or when an animal 

raised by one house created a nuisance for the neighbor, this could be solved by the 

section leaders. If it was more complicated, such as a robbery, problems arising from 

lending money, or inappropriate sexual conduct, the section leader had to report to 

camp security office, and the camp justice and camp leader would resolve the dispute 

or give an appropriate punishment. The following three cases show how the camp 

committee dealt (and still mostly deals) with conflicts and crime in the camp. 
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Case 1

Adolescent Karen refugees got alcohol from a Thai village nearby and brought it back 

to the camp to drink. They were drunk and started to fight with another group of 

refugees. Adolescents from both sides were quite badly injured and the camp security 

found out about it. They did not report the tussle to the Volunteer Defense Corps. 

Instead, the young refugees were put in the camp prison for a night because of 

violating camp regulations. The case was taken very seriously. It was managed by the 

head of the camp security, a camp judge, and staff from the senior advisory board. To 

send a clear message that such behavior is not tolerated, the young refugees were 

put in prison for 1 month and they had to make merit by doing community work for 

3 months.

Case 2

A group of three Karen adolescents bullied two refugees from another ethnic group. 

They followed the victims from school back to their houses, threatened them with 

verbal violence and threw stones at their houses at dark. The camp security and camp 

justice staff were notified by the section leader because the parents of the victims 

reported the case. The head of camp security then went to talk to parents of the 

offenders. Camp security subsequently sent the three Karen adolescents to work and 

be re-educated at a Karen National Liberation Army basement camp in Karen state (on 

the Burma side). They were allowed to return to the camp when the army determined 

that they had been reformed. 

Case 3

A family of Muslim refugees experienced bullying by Karen youth gangs. The gangs 

threw stones at the walls of their houses, shouted to them that they should return to 

Burma, that they did not belong there. The son of one of the families was insulted and 

stabbed on his arm during the fight, while returning from outside the camp at night. 

The case was brought before the camp justice subcommittee. The camp judges found 

the youth gangs guilty and gave a punishment of one year in prison. The family of the 

injured son was however unhappy with the verdict and wanted to appeal. They did not 

trust the camp justice system because members of the jury are Karen and they applied 

Karen traditional laws, while they were not Karen themselves. They also believed 

that the offenders were lying during the interrogation. In their opinion, the offender 

should receive a higher punishment and pay their son a compensation. They therefore 

took the case to the Legal Assistance Center (IRC-LAC) to further the case in a Thai 

court, but it took quite a long time for the Tak provincial court to accept and proceed 

with the case. Meanwhile, the family and the offenders secretly fled out of the camp.  
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The three cases show that the camp committee plays an important role as a main 

actor in conflict resolution in the camp since they are the first actor that refugees seek 

help from when they have a problem. Cases 1 and 2 clearly show an autonomous 

position and power of the camp committee to deal with camp conflicts. They have 

the power to punish and put camp inhabitants in prison or even move them to be 

trained at the Karen army battalion. However, case 3 illustrates the complexity of the 

multiple sovereigns involved in camp governance. The presence of multiple sovereigns 

interrupted the power of the camp committee as it existed before and may create 

tension among those actors. 

In terms of camp internal affairs, the Thai government had stated clearly that they 

did not want to intervene in refugee internal affairs as long as the camp committee 

is able to take control over its own population. The camp commander is there to 

ensure that the camp population follows the camp regulation. Some scholars have 

called the way in which the Thai government has been dealing with camp affairs 

‘laissez-faire’ governance at the camp management level (Maccarthy & Vickers, 2012). 

What I experienced is actually more of an ‘indirect rule’ governing system similar to 

the colonial system. The Thai government allows the camp committee do the dirty 

jobs and explicitly does not want to be involved in the internal camp politics. The 

government is only involved when there is a big problem that cannot be solved at the 

camp level.

In the past few years, in particular for the serious cases, however, the traditional Karen 

laws have become increasingly contested. Camp residents complained that the judge 

did not give a fair treatment. Some inhabitants believed that laws were unjust, and too 

ancient to deal with the modern, complex situation in the camp. When the International 

Rescue Committee with the UNHCR arrived and assessed the situation in the camps, 

they intervened to address this problem. They set up a legal assistance center (IRC-

Legal Assistance Center) in the Mae La camp and other camps to help refugees sort 

out legal cases, especially for these serious crimes like sexual harassment, rape or 

murder, because they found out that there were victims from sexual harassment and 

rape in some Karen camps. The UNHCR and IRC-LAC were also dissatisfied with the 

legal process and justice system run by camp judges. The judges did not have proper 

knowledge on law; many of them did not graduate from law school. The IRC doubted 

the accuracy, transparency and up-to-datedness regarding Karen traditional laws since 

they received many complaints from refugees and also the Karen laws did not fit well 

with refugees who are from different ethnicities. Moreover, they reasoned that since 

refugees stay in Thailand now, it may be better to use the Thai laws. The camp judges 
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disagreed and wanted to continue the same laws, so this became a big discussion and 

conflict among camp judges, the UNHCR and IRC. 

For the legal case, a solution was eventually found. The UNHCR/IRC, the Thai 

government, and the camp committee (and in extension, although not officially 

acknowledged, the KNU) agreed that if crimes fall into one of four categories—murder, 

rape, domestic and sexual violence/harassment, and human/ drug trafficking—

refugees are to be subjected to the Thai laws and have to appear in a Thai court. Apart 

from that, for petty crime and minor offenses, the camp committee was free and 

left alone to apply Karen traditional and customary laws. It was a win-win for all: the 

UNHCR resolved its main problem by lifting the severe cases out of Karen traditional 

law; the Thai state could largely retain its hands-off approach to the camp; the camp 

committee sustained its autonomy and local sovereignty over most affairs in the camp. 

And as became apparent from Case 2 above, the KNU did not lose any informal power, 

because the camp committee still refers some punishments to the KNU. 

This agreement does not mean that everything always runs smoothly and works 

according to said protocol. Camp inhabitants also complain about nepotism and 

corruption, and it is risky for them to take any action on that. One could argue, 

however, that this is not exceptional, but actually common to many judicial systems 

(and governance) outside of refugee camps, too. 

In 2015, due to more experience resolving legal cases in Karen camps and contradictory 

regulation and guidelines on dealing with disputes, the Karen Refugee Committee, 

the UNHCR, the International Rescue Committee on Legal Assistance, and the 

Thai government (after much preparation, discussion and negotiation) released the 

Mediation and Dispute Resolution Guidelines to all Karen refugee camps. The front 

page of the book states that 

The Royal Thai Government has jurisdiction over all matters in the camp 

and therefore, Thai law governs all dispute resolution in the camp. Camp 

leaders may not take any action that is contrary to Thai laws and all dispute 

resolution outcomes must comply with Thai laws. All disputes that arise in 

the camps can be referred to the Thai justice system at any time.

In reality, it is however still quite difficult to implement Thai laws. First, many refugees 

can neither speak nor read Thai, and even those that can do so, rarely have the ability to 

read and understand the formal language in Thai laws or Thai jurisprudence. Second, 
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in my interview with the head of the prison in Mae Sot, he told me that the prison was 

already at capacity—more than half of the prisoners were illegal migrants—and the 

system could not easily handle more prisoners from the camp. The IRC-LAC working 

with the referral cases to the Thai court also said that refugee court cases required 

considerable resources as it was necessary to have a translator, legal administrative 

resources and judges that can understand the complexity of the camp. Even then, it may 

take a long time for the case to proceed through the entire Thai judicial court system. 

GUESTED SOVEREIGNTY

I believe the sovereignty discussion for the Mae La case cannot be seen separately from 

the historical Thai context of dealing with refugees and the long-standing motives 

of the Thai state in (not) governing them. Whenever there were refugees crossing 

the border to the Thai side, the Thai government did not actually see refugees as 

‘others’, but as ‘neighbors’, and it had always treated refugees (since mid-16th to 18th 

century the Mon people) coming from its Western border with Burma as guests (van 

Roy, 2017). According to van Roy, in the mid-sixteenth century, during the Ayutthaya 

era, there were thousands of Mon refugees and militaries from Burma seeking refuge 

in Thailand. According to Guillon:

The Thai kings always greeted these refugees with good will, using them 

as colonies for the population of territory (granting land to the exiles) or 

making allies of princes who were on the run and using them against the 

Burmese. (Guillon, 1999:194)

The Thai king allotted them a piece of land to build houses and stay around in a suburb 

of the capital, letting the Mon governor take care of their own people and its military. 

This practice of ‘autonomous governing system’ has continued with the recent cases 

of the Khmer Rouge camp in Kao I Dang, and Hmong people in Bann Vinai, which were 

also autonomous in governing their own affairs (Ong, 2003; Robinson, 1998). 

While, the Thai government was aware that hosting Karen refugees might create a 

diplomatic rift with the Burmese government, these historical precedents should 

not be overlooked. Indeed, it appears from the data coming out of the Mae La camp 

in this research, that the Thai state still views the Karen refugees in a similar way as 

their historical predecessors, only now not dispersed in pockets along the border, but 

in consolidated camp spaces. Seen in that light, I would propose that a better term 
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for the way that the Thai government manages the Karen refugees by allowing the 

camp committee (and by extension the Karen National Union) to govern their own 

population in the camp would be guested sovereignty: it accepts the camp committee 

as a guest (and thereby the Karen) to govern themselves in a designated territory (the 

refugee camp), provided by the Thai state, similar as before. Outside the designated 

area of the camp, the Karen refugees are under the purview of the Thai state. The 

Karen who self-relocate themselves outside of the camp are obliged to follow the 

Thai laws. The ‘guested’ sovereign is therefore restricted to the territory. The special 

power arrangement of the Thai government with the camp committee occurs in this 

specific condition. 

In a similar way, the Thai government accepts the UNHCR taking care of its guests at 

the designated area of the camp space at a level it does not wish to be involved in: 

protecting refugees and providing them refugee status, and with the power to move 

refugees outside of the camp to resettle in third countries. 

The metaphor of a host and a guest would help to understand the analogy of ‘guested 

sovereignty’ better. In this case, the Thai government, the landlord of the geographic 

area, allowed refugees from Burma to stay in their land. The Thai government still 

holds ownership of the house and this is not disputed by anyone. For the refugees, they 

moved their population, their government, and their ideology to live in another territory 

of another nation-state. The Thai government neither intervenes nor relinquishes the 

sovereignty of its laws, and in this way prevents the refugee camp from becoming 

extraterritorial where the host would have no influence or power. As ‘a host’, the Thai 

state is still involved whenever there is a larger problem in the guested sovereignty 

space, while the ‘guest’, the refugees, solve any minor or internal problems on their 

own (and within their designated territory). However, this kind of relationship between 

the Thai government and the camp committee is still unequal and fragile. The guested 

sovereign, the camp committee, has to maintain peace and order in the camp. If a 

guest makes a serious problem and the camp committee cannot control this, the Thai 

government has the power to re-take control from the guests. Moreover, the guested 

sovereignty also occurs on the particular condition that the common understanding 

is that the camp is temporary in nature; there being an unwritten agreement that one 

day when the conflicts in Burma stop, the Karen refugees will return to their homeland.

Seen in this historical context, ‘guested sovereignty’ has actually been the usual 

response of the Thai state and typical concerns about the Thai state giving up some of 

its territory to host refugees on its soil are largely unfounded, because the Thai state 

simply does not see it in this way and has never done so historically. It has been the 
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imposition of borders, the notion of the nation-state, and corresponding notions of 

territorial sovereignty, which have clouded and complicated analyses of governance 

of refugee camps in this region. The fact that the Thai state has not recognized the 

UN Refugee Convention is another reminder that it prefers ‘vague, unclear, or messy’ 

governance arrangements in regards to refugees. This stance aligns well with historical 

precedents and there seems to be a concern that where formal rights are established, 

obligations follow. 

CONCLUSION
 

A fundamental element of sovereignty is whose laws are applied over a certain territory. 

In the camp territory, the Thai government is de jure sovereign. The presence of various 

other powerful actors, which are all involved in aspects of camp governance, however, 

indicates that de facto sovereignty in the camp is not so clear-cut and that the camp 

governing system, instead of being ruled by one sovereign, is ruled by a multi-layered 

tapestry of sovereignties (Hanafi, 2010: 6). 

I have thereby argued that there is a particular space left at the camp management 

level, which the sovereigns leave open (and at a micro-level, which refugee studies also 

often overlook), in which refugees are actually able to organize and govern themselves, 

which for Mae La has taken the form of the camp committee. Especially in the context 

of the Thailand-Burma borderland, the autonomous refugee committee, which 

manages daily camp affairs, has existed even since before the formal establishment of 

the camp as a refugee camp thirty years ago. I have further argued that the Thai state 

has reverted to long-standing practices in the Thailand-Burma borderland as ‘guested 

sovereignty’ where the refugee camp committee is allowed to govern themselves, as 

the Thai state has traditionally done with other groups of war captives or refugees in 

the past.

In this governing structure, the camp is not characterized by a culture of exception 

where laws and regulations are unclear or suspended (Agamben, 2005). On the 

contrary, a well-defined governance system is in place and it is all rather clear to 

refugees. Refugees know the rules and regulations, including how to proceed when 

problems occur. 

Refugees do not lack agency, nor is the camp like a blank slate. The case of the refugee 

camp committee has shown that refugees are rather political subjects and stakeholders 
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in the management of their own society. By labelling refugees as ‘conflict-induced 

displacement’, the humanitarian organizations ignore refugee’s capacities to respond 

to their situation. It is necessary to go beyond a stereotype of refugees as a simple and 

unsophisticated, and instead understand that they can be decision makers for their 

own future (Brooten, 2004). The following chapter will go from governance structures 

into how refugees use their agency to produce and transform camp space. 
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CHAPTER THREE

We live here

INTRODUCTION

The church in Zone A of Mae La camp provides free lunch for children every Sunday. 

As I was helping two Karen women (one 70, the other 62 years old) clean the dirty 

plates after such a lunch, I asked them about life in the camp: 

I have been living here for twenty years. The life in the camp is often of 

suffering, every day I am struggling, trying to make my life better. My 

husband passed away a long time ago, and I raised my three children 

alone. All grew up and went to school in the camp. Two of them moved 

to America, they also wanted me to go there, to help them take care 

of their children. My granddaughter often told me when we talked on 

mobile phone Phee Phee (grandma in Karen language) come, come to 

stay with us. (She smiled). I had a thought of going there to be with my 

grandchildren. But, I am afraid of cold weather (she laughed). I do not 

want to start a new life again. I feel safe and happy to live here.

I continued to ask her whether she felt lonely since I knew that she stayed alone. Her 

children went to resettle in a third country. She said she did not feel lonely. Every day 

she was busy almost the whole day; visiting fellow Christian houses to pray together, 

teaching the Bible at an evening class at the church, or having friends stop by for a visit. 

Her everyday life is repetitive with these activities. When she had some free time, she said 

she liked to make Hkyain Ngarr (fermented fish, a kind of gourmet dish, popular among 

Burmese and other ethnic groups in the region) to sell for earning some extra income.

 

Later, her friend came to join our conversation. I asked them about the rumors that 

the camp will be closed in the near future. Have you heard that the camp is about to 
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close down? How do you feel about living in the camp, do you feel yourself waiting 

for something? At first, they did not understand what I meant by waiting. So, I asked 

them did they have any experience of waiting to meet a doctor? They understood me 

right away. Yes, we experienced that. I asked them again do you feel your life waiting 

for something while living here? Eh Du said:

We are Bakaw-Bakae (people who suffer). Our life is not that easy. We are 

struggling, making our lives better. But, we don’t feel waiting. We do feel 

worry about camp is closing, we don’t want to return because we live 

here. I will stay here until the last day of the camp.

‘We live here’. It was a recurring theme in my eight months of fieldwork in Mae La camp 

and much in contrast to the dominant discourse on refugee camps as temporary, only 

an emergency response to an acute situation, and of refugees themselves being in 

limbo, stagnant, and perpetually waiting. In Mae La, people have made and continue to 

make their lives in the camp. They have built infrastructure and community spaces. They 

work or they start their own business. Moreover, they have built and renovated their 

houses from bamboo to concrete houses with their own money and labor, indicating 

that they intend to stay here not just for a short time. They are there not simply waiting 

for help from humanitarian organizations. Whether the camp will eventually be closed 

or not, these refugees indicated that they belong there. 

The first argument in this chapter is therefore temporal, shifting the academic focus from 

notions of temporariness to the widely felt sense of permanence in the camp. I discuss 

three main aspects of it (humanitarian, material, and personal), arguing that this is a 

better lens through which to understand long-term camps. My second argument relates 

to space and place. Transitioning from temporariness to permanence, from ‘waiting’ to 

‘everyday living’ goes hand in hand with place-making, with giving meaning to a certain 

space. Whereas refugee camp space is usually taken for granted as a territorial space 

where refugees are forced to stay, strictly controlled by one or multiple sovereigns 

(see chapter 2), I will argue that refugees use space in the camp productively, whereby 

everyday place-making activities also transform camp space to fit their social world. 

REFUGEE CAMPS IN TIME AND SPACE

The state that refugees are in, is often characterized as liminal. The concept of 

liminality originates from Turner (1964) where he states that it is a state of transition, 
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a becoming, a betwixt and between, not here and not there. But it is also a state of 

transformation. Refugees who take refuge in other countries, for example, but who 

have not yet obtained citizenship status, often find themselves in a rather vulnerable 

situation in which they cannot return to the country that they fled but also cannot 

really integrate into the country where they took refuge. They are in a state of legal 

uncertainty, which Menjivar (2006) has called liminal legality. 

Liminality is supposed to be temporary, a transitional phase. Similar to the state of 

refugees, a refugee camp was also supposed to be temporary, a liminal place where 

refugees spend time between fleeing from an origin and either returning home or 

being accepted at a new location (either the host country of the camp, or a third 

country for resettlement). For long-term camps, this premise no longer really holds. 

While intended to be temporary, in many cases these camps continue to exist due to 

enduring conflict situations, lack of options for resettlement, or other reasons. Months 

become years, and years become decades. In the literature such long-term camps 

are sometimes characterized as a state of extended temporariness or permanent 

transience due to its protracted existence (Picker and Pasquetti, 2015). The long-

term camps such as the Palestinian camps in Lebanon are seen as space and time 

dislocations in which refugees fall into a state of perpetual beginning or live suspended 

lives (Peteet, 2015; Turner, 2005), or otherwise are suspended in a period of long-term 

waiting, where time for refugees is stagnant (Khosravi, 2014). It seems that refugees’ 

lives are stuck in a space of transition where every day seems to be the same (ibid). 

Other academic work has, however, criticized such views as too one sided, overlooking 

the agency of refugees in building and negotiating their lives and the camp space itself. 

(I discussed some of this work in chapter 2 on the autonomy of the camp committee). 

Ramadan (2012) for example sees the camp as an assemblage of people, institutions, 

and organizations, and thereby as a distinctive political space. Others focus on the 

urbanizing aspects of refugee camps, for example the urbanization of the Kakuma 

camp that has turned into a city, but is still a place of violence and exception at the 

same time (Agier, 2011). Martin (2015) finally proposes to conceptualize long-term 

refugee camps that gain characteristics of permanent temporariness as a campscape 

in which the camp turns to be an inclusive place where both non-citizens (refugees) 

and other marginal groups live together.

In most of these critiques, however, except perhaps that from Martin, there remains a 

strong focus on the intrinsic temporariness of these camps, the liminality of refugees 

making a living for practical reasons and adapting to the situation, but always with the 
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waiting and an eventual return or resettlement hovering in the background. In Mae 

La, it is rather the sense of permanence I want to highlight, which can be observed 

through day-to-day life activities, and the perspective of the refugees who live there.

 

Along with the temporariness of refugee camps in the literature comes the notion of 

placelessness, or in Augé’s (1995) terms a ‘non-place’. The non-place of the refugee 

camp creates the shared identity of every individual only as a refugee, who enters at 

some point, leaves at some point, and in the meantime bides his/her time in the camp. 

Like airports, refugee camps supposedly share the same characteristics wherever 

they are situated (Sharma, 2009). This is not my experience of Mae La. In particular 

the personal aspects of the sense of permanence, which I will elaborate upon in the 

second part of this chapter have everything to do with place-making, and I will build on 

various works such as De Certeau’s (1984) tactics of everyday life which Agier (2002) 

refers to in the context of refugee camp as ‘inventions of the everyday’, and Adams’ 

(2013) work on place-making to illustrate and conceptualize how refugees have been 

struggling and finding their way to use and produce camp space to make it their home. 

De Certeau looks at spatial formation through everyday practice of people living in 

cities. Instead of seeing the city from the top-down, e.g., how it is structured or planned, 

he positions everyday pursuits of ordinary people interacting with it, such as walking, 

shopping, eating, speaking, or in general ‘ways of operating’ as an enunciation of city 

space. He claims that an individual’s action has purpose and meaning in understanding 

the city and social life. De Certeau thereby distinguishes between strategies and tactics: 

strategies refer to the hegemonic, permanent, and institutional ways that a city is laid 

out; tactics refer to the these fleeting everyday practices of individuals interacting 

with these structures, encountering strategic power for a short moment and thereby 

every time slightly disrupting or changing the hegemonic structure, eroding power 

mechanisms if only for a brief moment. The main point of De Certeau is to emphasize 

that individuals are active agents of daily-life practices, continually reconfiguring 

existing power relations whenever there is an opportunity and producing new forms of 

resistance against predetermined ways of living. Agier (2011), influenced by De Certeau, 

emphasizes the ‘invention of the everyday’ in the specific context of the refugee camp, 

where he conceptualizes the practices of refugees in public spaces such as a tea shop, 

where refugees order and drink tea and chat, as a claim to get their refugee life ‘back 

to normalcy’. I consider this framework useful in helping to analyze spatial practices 

and understand the everyday life of Mae La camp inhabitants. 

In the next sections I first explain the three main aspects of the sense of permanence 

that is generally felt in the Mae La camp: humanitarian, material, and personal aspects. 
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HUMANITARIAN SENSE OF PERMANENCE: 
REGULARITY OF SUPPORT
 

Since the refugee camp is in a protracted situation of existence, but under the spotlight 

of the international community, there were around 26-30 humanitarian agencies 

during 1990s-2010 providing different services in the camp. (I showed the variety of 

humanitarian organization in chapter 2.) It was only recently that many organizations 

withdrew from the camp and moved to set up their offices inside Burma. All these years 

that humanitarian support organizations have been providing aid in the camp such as 

food, shelter, and healthcare have created a sense of regularity and stability of life in 

the camp. The Border Consortium, for example, has been providing food and shelter 

to refugees since the early 1960s. On the contrary, undocumented Burmese migrant 

workers in the city of Mae Sot (which means: those not in the camp) have to rely on 

themselves: there is no healthcare or shelter provision, and some of them might face 

exploitation. Compared to the life of these undocumented migrant workers, refugees 

actually have a rather stable life. In general, the long-term regularity of welfare 

provisioning from humanitarian agencies can be seen as a sense of permanence. 

The food and other welfare provisions are quite basic, however. Refugees have to work 

inside and outside of the camp to earn an extra income. But, it ensures that refugees 

do not venture out into the forest to plant rice or cut bamboo, causing deforestation, 

which is also actively condemned by the Thai government. Therefore, providing such 

basic necessities helps to keep refugees contained within the space of the camp. They 

may go out of the camp to work or visit friends, but they do not roam around to take 

wood from the forest or occupy empty land to cultivate rice. As long as refugees are 

kept within the camp realm, it benefits everyone (the Thai government, humanitarian 

agencies, local Thai people, and refuges themselves). So, although the refugees do go 

outside for various purposes, the camp is their main habitat.

Healthcare and education are other aspects of stable support in the camp. Aide 

Médicale Internationale (AMI) and International Rescue Committee (IRC) set up 

hospitals in every camp to provide primary healthcare to camp inhabitants. In Mae 

La, AMI operated two hospitals. The first and the biggest one was set up in the center 

of zone C. Its services are divided into two sectors: disease prevention and medical 

treatment of disease . The hospitals have both an Out-Patient Department (OPD) and 

In-Patient Department (IPD) with referrals to Mae Sot hospital in Mae Sot town or 

Chiangmai hospital in Chiangmai when necessary. The second one was opened a few 

years later and was located at the edge of zone B. This hospital mainly does obstetrics 
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and gynecology, maternal care, and child vaccinations. AMI also set up an isolation TB 

village at the edge of zone A for treatment of Tuberculosis patients. The healthcare 

service in the camp is considered to be better than in Burma or even in remote areas 

in Thailand. Similarly, educational resources tend to be more available and accessible 

in the camp compared to Burma, because it has been subsidized by the humanitarian 

organization. ZOA had supported the camp until 2012 but withdrew their office to 

Burma now. (I will elaborate more on the educational aspects in the camp in chapter 

4 and 5.) 

Garbage and sanitation in the camp are taken care of by Solidarités International. It 

is important for 40-50,000 camp inhabitants to have a good garbage and sanitation 

system to prevent disease outbreaks or infections. There is a dumpsite at the edge 

of the camp to separate and destroy garbage. The organization also trains the camp 

sanitation staff on sanitation and helps to build toilets in every house in the camp. 

MATERIAL SENSE OF PERMANENCE: 
INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT

Mae La has a material sense of permanence as well, as opposed to characteristics that 

one would find in a makeshift, temporary place, and it has been expanding. There are 

electric poles, wires and meters, water pipelines, satellite and mobile phone signals 

and internet. During my last visit to the camp in January 2018, electric poles and wires 

had been built everywhere, with connection to almost every house in the camp realm. 

When I first went to the camp in 2008, I did not see this within the residential areas. 

According to information from the section leader, electricity was connected from a Thai 

village nearby to the camp at the beginning of 1990. It was used only at the hospital, 

schools, camp command office and humanitarian office, but still quite limited for the 

camp residents. The camp residents had access to free electricity from a dynamo 

generator which ran from 18.00-21.00. Later, a group of camp residents negotiated 

with the local Thai government officer to get more electricity connection to the camp. 

They arranged for electric poles, wires and a meter for usage measurement. Camp 

inhabitants who want to use this electricity have to pay for the cost of the electric 

wire, meter and units of electric use. The price per unit is a bit more expensive than the 

regular price paid by Thai people. This includes the special arrangement and services 

because in fact, it is officially impossible for camp inhabitants to get electricity. Their 

settlement is not legally recognized by the Thai government. But through this informal 

and special arrangement, refugees are able to get electricity. 

83

WE LIVE HERE



Along with the availability of electricity, technologies such as Wi-Fi , mobile phone 

signals and satellite TV signal arrived in the camp. Today, almost every house has 

a satellite dish on their roof. Mobile phone stores and prepaid SIM card stalls are 

mushrooming. Less than 5 kilometers from the camp, three mobile signal towers were 

set up by private companies competing with each other to provide strong mobile 

phone and internet connections. A mobile signal is available throughout the entire 

camp area. It was different when I visited the camp in 2012. The signal was limited, 

one needed to know which spot of the camp had coverage. Similarly, at that time, 

when I wanted to use the internet I had to go to an internet café. I had to queue 

waiting for other internet users to finish. Nowadays, camp inhabitants easily connect 

to the internet via their own smart phones or laptops. They no longer need to go to 

the internet café, which has since disappeared. The college that I stayed during my 

fieldwork in 2014, also surprised me with Wi-Fi connection and internet provisioning 

to their students. 

Comparing this good infrastructural connection to Rachme, the Sarachin tribe camp 

in Israel border, which has also been there since the 1950s, and was also officially 

unrecognized by the Israeli government, this paints a starkly different picture. The 

Israeli government blocked any infrastructure connection to the camp, prohibited the 

building of durable houses (houses are instead made of makeshift structures) or any 

new buildings in order to prevent expansion (Katz, 2016), thereby clearly keeping the 

emphasis on and enforcing the temporary nature of the camp.

While a good connection to utilities and facilities renders the Mae La camp much more 

a place to ‘live’, at the same time this kind of infrastructural provisioning, especially the 

electricity that is made available through cooperation with the local government, elicits 

feelings of implicit acceptance from the Thai side that the camp is here, and here to 

stay for a long period of time. On the contrary, not far from the camp, some groups of 

local Thai-Karen squatters set up their houses in a territory that the Thai government 

later designated as a national forest, and those houses are not able to connect to 

electricity or water services. Provisioning of utilities therefore gives refugees a material 

sense of the camp being permanent. 

Water pipeline

The development of piped water supply also shows how an improvement of camp 

infrastructure and regularity of service gives a more permanent nature to the camp. In 

the past, water used to be scarce during the dry season, and fighting over resources 

easily sparked conflicts among camp inhabitants. In the early days, after the camp was 
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established, refugees used to get water from the river stream that runs from the East 

to the West side of the camp. In the lower area, there was a hand tap well to get water 

from underground. During the dry season, the river stream that runs through the camp 

can run dry, and then refugees had to walk farther into the forest to get water. Many 

refugees thereby also took forest products back to their houses. The flow of refugees 

walking outside the camp created a nuisance in the eyes of the Thai government, and 

the camp commander informed the camp committee about this. The camp ration 

supply then worked with humanitarian organizations on water supplies. They raised 

funds from donors to get water tanks and hand well pumps and tap stands. Together 

with this, they developed water filtration that could supply clean water to the camp 

population.

The water supply team built tap stands and water collection points in all the areas 

of the camp. This water ran twice a day from 06.00-08.00 and from 16.00-18.00, 

so camp inhabitants could collect water from the tap stands near their houses. They 

queued up to get water. At that time, section leaders received many complaints from 

the new arrival groups, mostly from different ethnicities, that they experienced waiting 

for too long and were blocked from accessing water by the groups who were there 

before. These problems intensified and even sparked a camp conflict between the new 

and the long-staying camp settlers.

The camp committee and the ration distributors then negotiated with the Thai 

government and the humanitarian agencies to build a water pipeline as a solution (see 

figure 3.1 for a map of the water network in Mae La). The water supply team installed 

a system of water pipelines that connect from the main water tube in each section 

to individual refugee houses. As a result, nowadays, each house can access water via 

their own water pipe, and there is no longer any tension among refugees about this. 

This serves as another example of refugee agency and self-reliance, solving problems 

they experience by themselves. The fact that it can be solved to satisfaction of most, 

while at the same time adding a connection to fixed utility infrastructure, again leads 

to an increased sense of permanence in the camp. 

It further shows that the Mae La camp is not stagnant or forced to remain temporary, 

in which no improvements are allowed. Water service here is not simply a story about 

successful re-distribution of resources, but also a development of infrastructure in the 

camp throughout the years. This is similar to the case of Gaza, where a change of water 

service has transformed its social and physical landscape. Water services were defined as 

permanent, presumably not to be withdrawn as circumstances changed (Feldman, 2008). 
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Figure 3.1 Map of Water network in Mae La camp

 

Do-It-Yourself durable houses 

The material aspect of the sense of permanence can also be observed on an individual 

household level, meaning not only in the sense of connection to and provisioning 

of utilities (the connection to the world outside the camp), but also in refugees’ own 

efforts of building in the camp. Mae La refugees’ houses are built more and more from 

durable material, such as concrete, despite the fact that the Thai government officially 

still considers the camp a non-permanent place and mandates that the structures 

in the camp reflect this situation. According to the camp regulation, private building 

structures such as houses and shops are all required to be built using temporary 

materials which are easy to remove, not showing any permanent condition or nature. 

Only public buildings such as churches, temples, schools, and hospitals are allowed 

to be built with durable materials. Camp inhabitants mostly live in houses built from 

bamboo and Garjun tree leaves. This is easy to build and well-suited to the hot weather 

since it allows wind to pass helping air ventilation. But, it is also easy to catch fire 

during the dry season. At least one fire occurs in one of the camps each year, and the 

humanitarian agencies have proposed that the Thai government consider adjusting 
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the structure and allowing different materials to be used to build refugee houses, but 

the Thai government has still not formally changed their mandate. To avoid expanding 

of the refugee camps and discouraging new arrivals, the Thai government has even 

recently mandated the burning of houses when refugees move out. 

Aware of the camp regulation on building with durable materials, refugees, however, 

still use their own resources to build decent houses with durable stable structures. 

Those who have family members that work outside the camp receive an extra income 

in the form of remittances back home. Part of this money is used to rebuild houses from 

short-term materials to cement, steel and other concrete structures. For example, the 

Garjun tree leaf roofs are replaced by tin roofs. These tin roofs and concrete houses 

are an investment and clearly exhibit a long-term outlook and a sense of going from 

waiting to living in the camp through this transformation. Figure 3.2 presents a shop 

in the camp selling construction materials, and a man putting a concrete block at the 

back of his motorcycle and bringing it back to renovate his house. Figure 3.3 shows 

a single-story house under construction. I asked the owner of the store what she 

thought about the policy to close the camp in the near future. She said that she heard 

a rumor that the Thai government will close zone A and B and will relocate camp 

inhabitants who decide not to return to Burma to move to stay in zone C. This would 

be accompanied by a halt in support and humanitarian provision as well. Ironically, I 

observed that her store sells many more construction materials than I saw in 2016.

This building of more and more concrete and stable houses without any apparent 

backlash from the camp authority goes on despite the fact that all nine refugee camps 

will supposedly be closed in the near future. It is noteworthy that this happened even 

in an accelerated way between my visits to the camp in December 2016, July 2017, 

and my last visit in January 2018. Figure 3.4 and 3.5 show a transformation of a house 

from a bamboo house to a concrete house. The process took two years. The owner 

of the house told me that the construction process took a long time since she had to 

wait for remittances from her husband working in Bangkok, which he transferred to 

her every three months. She planned to open a salon. Figure 3.5 is her house during 

my January 2018 after it had been completed. 

Whether the camp closures will happen or not, I believe that the camp inhabitants 

clearly state their perception of permanence through materially inhabiting and 

claiming their space by making it more durable to better suit their needs, cleverly 

making use of the ambiguous discrepancies between official policy and loose or 

pragmatic enforcement of it. Similar to what was said by urban historian Colin 
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Ward that if you can build a house between sunset and sunrise, then the owner of 

the land cannot expel you (Ward, 2002: 5) the actions of refugees show that they 

use this so-called ‘twilight zone’ to affirm their stability and assert their right to stay. 

 

Apart from that, houses in the camp indicate the economic status of the owner. As 

stated above, a better-off refugee family will put their savings into upgrading their 

house from bamboo to concrete. Moreover, houses are personalized through styles 

and decorations according to ethnic and religious beliefs of the owner. For example, 

the Buddhist houses typically have a small altar sticking out of the house on the 

second floor as can been from figure 3.2. Muslim houses show a greater degree of 

decoration and attention to detail, with sounder construction than other ethnic groups.  

Figure 3.2 A shop selling construction materials
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Figure 3.3 House under construction

Figure 3.4 A worker constructing a concrete house
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Figure 3.5 A finished concrete house

THE PERSONAL SENSE OF PERMANENCE: 
PLACE-MAKING AND INVENTION OF 
EVERYDAY LIFE
  

 

As I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, in the literature on refugees and the 

emphasis on ‘waiting’, there is often an implication that refugees are victims in a place 

of transition, that their time is stagnant and that they do not have a sense of belonging 

to the place (Khosravi, 2014). By looking at how the inhabitants of Mae La camp make 

sense of and create the place they want to live in, this case study provides a different 

picture of what it means to live in a refugee camp. In this section, I outline three 

elements of place-making and a sense of living that I observed in the camp: memory, 

material objects and cultural practices, and tactics of everyday life. Memory, material 

objects and cultural practices are interconnected with each other and overlapping. 

Places are reproduced through people’s imagination, memories, emotions and 

feelings, both positive and negative, and by using different sense (Relph, 1976; Thrift, 

2009; Trell & van Hoven, 2010), or as per Krase: “the power of ordinary people to 
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change the meaning of spaces and places by merely being in them” (Krase, 2002 as 

cited in Adams, 2013). 

Memory 

The narrative that Jon shared with me indicates a sense of permanence through the 

process of camp development for almost thirty years. 

When I was around 8 years old, our family moved from Karen state to 

the camp. When I arrived the Blae-Kaw (Karen refugees called the camp 

by this name as explained in the introduction), there were few houses, 

one church and one school. Houses were more compounded. My father 

decided to build the house a bit farther from the former settlement 

because he wanted to have a bigger space to grow vegetables. At that 

time, Blae-kaw was like a forest, full of trees. My father cut trees and 

built the house. I remember we had to be careful with monkeys that 

liked to come and walk around our house, stole our vegetable from the 

garden. They liked cucumbers and bananas. Those monkeys came from 

the mountain at the back of the camp. There were a lot of them until 

we could not keep an eye on them all the time. My father had to fence 

our garden. Today, we do not see them anymore. Many people came to 

settle here, the forest disappeared, but more and more houses appeared. 

Those new houses were built with roofs over each other. Similar with 

the river, I liked to swim with my friends in the small stream that runs 

throughout the camp. I remembered we followed the stream very far 

until we reached a Thai village nearby (outside the camp). Nowadays, 

the stream is full of trash, Blae-kaw is crowded, and many motorcycles 

run pass your house and create nuisance, you cannot imagine how the 

camp was once like.

Jon’s memory of camp development shows the perception of an insider as someone 

who has lived in the camp for many years. What I wish to show here is that the process 

of camp development suggests that the camp, to him, is like any other space, the 

development of which in other contexts outside the camp could be recognized as an 

urbanization process. Yet the childhood memory of how it was before and seeing the 

place develop, even though negative in various aspects, indicates a very special meaning 

of place and a sense of attachment, which implies that this place means a lot to him and 

he sees it as his home. The sense of place comes from various interactive associations, 

not only physical associations alone, but also emotional responses with the place, the 
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events occurring in that place, and social interactions with other people (Mowla, 2004). 

Material objects and cultural practices

During my fieldwork I often visited my informants at their houses. In their own homes, 

they felt more comfortable and shared with me their stories, which are easier to talk 

about at home than in another setting. A researcher can sense all kinds of things 

happening in this most natural setting of the informant. Every time I would visit, camp 

inhabitants would invite me to have a drink or have a meal with them. They always 

made sure that I felt comfortable, although they did not explicitly say ‘make yourself at 

home,’ I did feel that they wanted me to feel at home. The three examples below (on 

materiality, gardening/cooking and spiritual practices using material object) illustrate 

how creating a sense of place makes refugees feel at home in the camp. 

The short scenario following shows how plants and gardening are means to re-create 

a sense of place which is not often being taken into account.

My friend, Dan, came from Nagaland at the far West side of Burma. His father is Karen 

and his mother is Naga and Kachin. They have stayed in the camp for more than 12 

years. I was about to leave my friend’s house, when my eyes fell on many pots of small 

plants covered by a blue mosquito net, that I had not seen before. So I asked him about 

these plants:

Dan: They are all herbs my mom uses when she cooks Naga dishes.Many 

of them are hard to find or buy in Thailand. 

Me: So, your mom planted those?

Dan: No No, my dad did it. He planted all those herbs that my mom loves 

to cook.

Dan’s father got some seeds of herbs when his relatives went to visit Kachin state in 

Burma. They took along those seeds and gave some to Dan’s father. I looked at those 

herbs again and thought, this is how people transform a space into a home.

Narrative is limited to verbal stories. The sense of place has to be observed from the 

environment and context that one stays. Thrift (2008) suggested we need to feel, 

sense, and smell in order to understand our participant’s sense of place and the small 

details that make up their everyday lives. Those herbs and the garden help to transform 
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a place of strangeness and unfamiliarity into a place of familiarity. People put their 

emotions into the place and re-create the place to serve their emotions (Adams, 2013).

People can also enact a sense of place by engaging in seemingly ordinary activities. 

Cooking is a common way to create group attachment and a feeling of being at home. 

Figure 3.6 shows Muslim women gathered to prepare and eat dosa. Dosa is a kind of 

crispy, savory pancake originating from South India. During the conversation about 

food and cooking, one of them described: 

This is a common food back in our community. We eat it every day. 

Here in the camp, it turns to be special because we prepare and eat it 

together. At home, I cooked curry and rice because we receive rice from 

food provision, but not dosa. To make dosa at home requires a lot of 

work and preparation, normally I didn’t do it. It is easier to come here 

and do it with other people, it is also more fun to eat with other people.

Preparing food, cooking and, eating are not just necessary functional activities: 

culture, identity and group attachment are maintained through this process. It 

also helps to reveal an important aspect like group value and their lifestyle. From 

the figure 3.6 Muslim women started to make dosa around 10.00, and then would 

have lunch together. I wondered where the men were. They said the men went to 

the mosque, so they had their own free time that they did not need to take care 

of men. In this Muslim neighborhood, the lively part is the back of their houses 

where the kitchen is located. I often pass through the front of their house where 

I could not see anything happening. When I changed my route and went through 

the back door of that neighborhood. I saw many social activities happening.  
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Figure 3.6 A group of Muslim women gathering and making Dosa

Other camp residents make themselves at home through a spiritual object. Eh-Tu’s 

house is located near the stair steps to the Buddhist temple in zone A. In his house, I 

saw a small altar having a Buddha statue and five statues of Nats. Nat worship originates 

in a pre-Buddhist traditional belief system prevalent among most ethnic groups in 

Burma. Many Nats are animistic spirits associated with the natural environment, such 

as forests or mountains, but they can also be personal, family, or community spirits, 

all of which are believed to be influential on people’s destiny. People therefore usually 

pray to the Nats for good fortune or to avert bad things to happen. Eh-Tu, a twenty-

five years old Karen, said his mother worships the altar every morning with flower, 

water, rice and incense sticks. The altar is very common among the Buddhist Burmese 

people, where Nats have seamlessly merged with Buddhism. It can be seen at almost 

every house. But in the camp, it is quite rare to see, because the majority of the 

population is Christian. I asked his mother about the altar and she explained:

My husband and I used to work in Bangkok for 10 years. After the factory 

closed, we returned to Karen state. One of our friends from our village 

returned from the camp, so we met and discussed how we could move to 

live in the camp. At first, we didn’t get our own house, I prayed to Buddha 
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and Nats to help me get a house in the camp. Only few days later, I got 

this house because the former owner decided to sell it to me. I am so 

happy to find the house here. Before, my family members lived apart from 

each other (her husband and she worked in Bangkok and her children 

stayed with their grandparent in Karen state). We did not have a house of 

our own. Now we found it, the place where can we live under the same 

roof. In my family, we respected these Nats, we have been worshipping 

since my great grandfather. I grew up seeing my mom do it. To bring the 

Nats here did make me feel spiritually secure. My husband and I decided 

to remake one of the corners to put an altar for our Nats. I worship the 

Buddha and Nats every morning. I ask the Nats to help and protect us.

These recreated places can be connected to a sense of well-being that include 

feelings of happiness, security and belonging. Of course, this could also work the 

other way around, leading to feelings of longing or a certain sadness. However, 

often seeing Dan’s father rummage around in his herb garden myself during those 

months, and Eh-Tu’s mother expressing her happiness that the camp gave her the 

opportunity to bring her entire family to stay under the same roof, indicated that for 

these individuals, their feeling at home was clearly related to happiness and belonging.  

 

Material objects, such as herbs, food, and ritual items, show the connection of refugees’ 

experiences or memories before they became refugees and at the same time these 

objects help them to overcome the feeling of alienation of living in a new strange place 

(Dudley, 2010). Moreover, for the Mae La camp inhabitants, since they stay in the camp 

for a long period of time this is not about feelings of coping or dealing with alienation, 

but these material objects and planting herbs are making and adjusting the space to be 

more like their home, while cooking together creates a sense of community. Overall, 

it shows that refugees’ lives are in continuation, living not waiting. 

Invention of the everyday 

Other important settings of place-making are the public spaces in the camp. Much 

social interaction and everyday life activities take place in this space and help maintain 

what many consider common life, not different than outside of the refugee camp. 

 

The camp market has everything one may need from basic needs to electronic and 

technological gadgets. Markets in the camp are divided into two types: the open 

market where fresh produce is sold and which sets up every Monday, Wednesday and 

Friday morning; and the covered market which is open every day. The covered market 

95

WE LIVE HERE



has approximately 120 retail shops on the main street of zone C where restaurants, 

tea shops, food stalls, and grocery stores are also located. Figure 3.7 shows the 

convenience shop in the market inside the camp. It is amazing how much can be 

obtained in the camp market, including basic cooking ingredients (vegetables, garlic, 

rice, shrimp paste, dried chili, fish sauce, charcoal) and household utensils, Karen 

traditional dress, more universal clothes, traditional and modern medicines, cigarettes, 

home repair and construction materials, SIM cards, TV remotes, TVs, mobile phones, 

laptops, tablets, fridges, DVD/ VCD players, satellite dishes, cosmetics, motorcycles, 

betel nut stalls, laundry services, flower stalls, electronics stores, gambling shops, 

money transferring services, and FedEx/ DHL services. It is not only camp inhabitants 

who go shopping here, but also local Thai people living nearby. 

Jaw Jaw, a college student who just came to study in the Mae La camp for almost one 

year, expressed to me, There is everything we need in here. We do not need to leave 

to go out of the camp to buy something in Mae Sot town. He compared the market 

in the camp to his small town in Karen state, explaining that the camp market here is 

compact and equipped much better than in his town.

Figure 3.7 A covered market in the camp 
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Several public spaces, such as the betel nut stalls, the tea shop, and the football field 

are popular places for camp inhabitants to visit as part of their everyday activities. 

Chewing betel nuts is clearly part of many camp residents’ habits. There are betel 

nut kiosks almost everywhere in the camp, while there may be found only one or 

two in Mae Sot town, and then only in the area where Burmese migrant workers are 

concentrated. Camp inhabitants like to stop by to order betel nuts being made in their 

favorite flavor. While waiting for the shop keeper to make it, they engage in small talk, 

news updates and other social interactions occur. Betel nut flavors are specific to the 

individual taste and there are hundreds of ways to make it. One may like to mix it with 

spices, herbs or tobacco, another likes to mix with honey and coconut flakes. Chewing 

betel nuts is a social activity the camp inhabitants carry with them in their culture from 

Burma, while the spices are imported from India. 

Similarly, drinking tea is part of camp inhabitant culture like they did when they were 

in Burma and it is everywhere in the camp area. Figure 3.8 shows the Muslim tea 

shop where camp inhabitants went to watch a movie while ordering a cup of tea. 

The big tea shops at the main roads are the most attractive since they are competing 

among each other to attract clients with big TV screens and showing famous films 

(Hollywood, Bollywood, Chinese). Camp residents like to come here before going 

to work, for socializing or watching the news. In the late morning, tea shops start 

showing a famous film on their big screens and compete with each other by increasing 

the stereo sound. Camp inhabitants come to watch movies or just pass the time.

Football is the most popular sport among the camp inhabitants, both for watching 

and playing. When there was a big match such as Manchester United versus Liverpool, 

the football lovers gathered at tea shops to watch a live match on a big TV screen. 

With satellite connection nowadays, television viewers in the Mae La camp, China, 

and Britain may watch the same program on the same channel. At the moment of 

watching a live football match, tea shops thereby turn to be a transnational social field 

(Aksoy and Robbins, 2003). Gambling is also part of the ritual of watching a football 

match. At the scene I saw many wrote the expected score on the paper. One told me 

Gambling makes the match more exciting. For him, he did not do it for money, but 

rather a feeling of excitement.

The football field is full of players every evening. Both young and adult camp inhabitants 

like to come and practice. There is the Mae La league for annual competition. The 

football players will form their teams, wearing their team shirt when competing with 

others. The football field can be seen as a space of leisure where camp inhabitants 
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gather, and playing football is part of their everyday life activities. For special occasions, 

the football field serves as the setting for a big public event and ceremony, such as 

Karen New Year.

Figure 3.8 A tea shop

 

Churches, temples, mosques and other places of worship connect camp inhabitants 

in religious ways as well. These religious spaces are central to camp inhabitants’ lives, 

serving as the setting for several public, ceremonial, and ritual events. The Christian 

church was one of the first institutions set up in the camp. Now, there are around 

72 churches, 3 Buddhist temples and 3 mosques and 2 places of worship for local 

religions. All mosques have religious schools for young Muslims, as well as some of 

the churches and temples.

In terms of festival celebration, Mae La is one of the biggest places for celebrating Karen 

New Year. At the festival, camp inhabitants gather at the football field. The Karen come 

to the celebration with their traditional clothes. There are many different exhibitions 

including some related to their former and current Karen leaders and Karen ethno-

history; there is a board showing Karen script with a teacher explaining the differences 

between Karen and Burmese script; there are also Karen musical instruments, among 
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others. The event starts with the sound of a buffalo horn and an old Karen Gong, 

followed by a speech by the camp commander and camp leader. Then they play 

traditional music and finish with Dong dance as shown in figure 3.9. 

All of this radiates a sense of belonging, a sense of place and a home where people 

feel they live and belong in the present time. Augé’s (1995) ‘placelessness’ seems far 

removed from the actual reality in the camp on a daily basis. Time, narrative, and 

agency have made the camp a home. These everyday activities and their repetitiveness 

(like going to the market and tea shop) are ‘an invention of the everyday’ that transform 

a perception of space and help camp inhabitants to feel that they live in normalcy 

(Agier, 2002; De Certeau, 1984). Moreover, the celebration of the Karen New Year 

with its traditional costumes and instruments— similar to the building of religious 

structures such as churches, mosques, and places of local worship—can also be taken 

as a form of place-making through the use of material objects (Tilley et al, 2006).  

Figure 3.9 A group of Karen youth performing Dong dance in Karen New Year celebration

Tactics  

Camp inhabitants also make life in the camp into a place through individual tactics in 

their practices of everyday life (De Certeau, 1984). This section describes two cases 

of tactics: one is a motorcycle taxi driver, who uses his skill to adapt to work along 

the camp roads and negotiates with the Thai government to allow him to run this 

business, and another case is Muhammed who noticed there was no possibility to 
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grind rice to rice flour in the camp and he set up his own business. His business was 

innovative in the sense that no one had previously come to the idea of using their extra 

supply of rice to make it into flour. 

Since the Mae La camp is elongated, it is quite far to travel on foot from one zone 

to another. For example, travelling from a house in zone A to the main hospital in 

zone C requires approximately 30-40 minutes’ walk. Camp inhabitants often rely 

on a motorcycle taxi to save time. The motorcycle taxis are popular and available 

throughout the camp area. It is the most convenient vehicle in the camp, but not the 

most comfortable due to bumpy roads. Htoo Moo has been driving a motorcycle taxi 

for a living since 2010. He returned from Bangkok because his wife wanted him to stay 

close to her. In Bangkok, he worked as a messenger of a clothes shop; every day he 

carried heaps of clothes at the back of his motorbike. After returning to the camp, he 

did not find any job that suited him. He worked as a day-by-day laborer in a local rice 

field owned by Thai people, but, the job was unstable. The Thai employer was willing 

to hire him only seasonally. So, he had to find another job to ensure stable income in 

his household. He came up with the idea of driving a motorcycle taxi because he used 

to work this job when he was in Bangkok. 

At that time, the motorcycle taxis were run by local Thai people, and they used the 

highway road outside the camp to transport people. Htoo Moo gathered some friends 

and ran his motorcycle taxi team, competing with local Thai people. His business went 

well. It was popular because refugees wanted to support the other refugees instead 

of the Thais. Yet the Thai drivers were unhappy about the competition and went to 

complain to the camp commander. The camp commander took their complaint and 

decided to prohibit anyone to run this service. 

Htoo Moo did not give up. He negotiated with the Thai Volunteer Defense Corp to 

allow him to ride inside the camp (he pays a small daily fee). Camp inhabitants faced 

difficulties to travel from zone A to zone C, especially for the elderly and disabled 

people. At first, he did not know all the camp roads, so he rode a motorbike to 

investigate. Roads and houses in the camp were not built in a grid, but rather like 

messy branches of a tree. Many houses have a small back street which functions as 

a shortcut. There is no symbol or sign to indicate directions. Moreover, roads in the 

camp have no names. It is difficult to know which road would lead you to which 

destination. To walk in the camp requires a good memory, familiarity, and a local sense 

of direction, which takes a long period of time to gain. Otherwise, relying on local 

motorcycle taxi is considered a good option. 
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To ride a motorcycle taxi on a bumpy, hilly and slippery roads requires skills and good 

tires. Htoo Moo modified his bike to suit the road by using a special tire and a good 

pair of shock absorbers to help reduce the bumps. I often used his service because I 

felt safe on the back of his motorbike. 

I observed that Htoo Moo always got passengers. So, I asked what make his business 

become successful. He laughed and answered that: 

Because of my previous job experience. In Bangkok, I navigated my 

motorbike through small narrow roads. I needed to know shortcuts and 

backdoor roads otherwise I got stuck in a traffic, and my manager was 

unhappy if I delayed the delivery. Here I did the same that I learnt when 

I was there. I always had a map of the camp in my head—it was like my 

own GPS. When passengers told me their destination, I mapped out in 

my head first which is the best way to go.

In my opinion, camp passengers like to use his service due to his friendly character and 

he always drives carefully especially when having young or elderly passengers on his 

back. People feel safe on the back of his motorcycle. We can see here the individual 

day-to-day struggle where one makes use of materials and skills to make a living. In 

Htoo Moo case, his tactic was adaptation and adjustment; he used the skills that he 

developed outside camp to now work inside the camp. Through his everyday mobility 

Htoo Moo uses his skills and tactics to make a living.

Muhammed set up his small business in 2000 by providing a service for grinding rice 

to rice flour. Rice is camp inhabitants’ staple food. They receive it as a monthly ration. 

Muhammed observed that people ground rice with a mortar and used that rice flour as 

ingredient for other dishes, such as Dosa and for making a crispy deep fried vegetables. 

In those times, no one had set up a grinding business. He came up with the idea, so 

he installed a small grinding machine which can grind a small portion of rice at one 

time. He charges 5 bath for grinding 1 kilogram of rice. His business became popular, 

and he had a lot of customers. However, the machine did not run well, as rice often 

got stuck and he had to fix it. Sometimes, he had to stop the machine for many days to 

take it to get fixed in Mae Sot. Traveling to Mae Sot created extra costs for his business. 

Moreover, his neighbors were not happy that the sound of the machine was quite loud 

and disturbed them. 

Therefore, Muhammed borrowed money from the Muslim community in Mae Sot to 
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buy a bigger machine, which can grind a large portion of rice in a shorter amount of 

time. To reduce the noise, he made a wooden box to cover a machine. Today, he has 

four grinding machines for grinding rice, dried turmeric, corn and mung bean. He even 

sells his mung bean flour to many villages in Karen state and to Burmese traders who 

came from Mae Sot to pick it up from him.

Muhammed is a refugee entrepreneur; he used his own creativity to set up a business. 

His case obviously shows that refugees like him are not merely victims, and he does 

not see himself as being stuck in the camp. His family fled from Karen state in Burma; 

his house and the whole Muslim village was burnt down. The military shot gunfire like 

rain falls, as he described it, while he was fleeing from his house to the forest nearby. 

His wife died from infection three weeks after they arrived in the camp and left a 

son and two daughters for him to take care of. Those difficulties he faced in the past 

cannot limit him to recover or renew his life. This narrative again shows that the life in 

the camp is about adapting and making a living, but not about waiting. 

 

SENSE OF ATTACHMENT AND ANXIETY TO RETURN

After several years of living in the camp, refugees create a sense of attachment due 

to the stable condition that the camp provides, as mentioned in the section on sense 

of permanence. The following narratives elaborate on the anticipation and feelings of 

refugees regarding the possible camp closure and return or relocation. The lack of an 

anticipation to return also shows that they have a sense of place and attachment to the 

camp that they have been living in for so long. 

Going back is undesirable. I do not look forward to returning. We have 

been away from Karen state for many years. Although I re-visit my 

relatives there, I do not feel I want to live there anymore. My feelings 

are very contradictory. I know I love Karen state and the people, but I 

feel safe and settled here. Our family live here. If we have to return, how 

could we re-start our life again? My physical condition is not as strong as 

before and how could I make a living there? 

Saw Tu Tu, 53 years old, has been working as a camp committee member for fifteen 

years. He arrived at the camp in 1994. Before that, he stayed in an Internal Displaced 

Person camp close to the border in Karen state. Later, he and his wife moved to Mae La 

camp due to heavy and protracted fighting between Karen insurgent groups and the 
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Burmese Army. They had four children. Tu Tu shared with me the difficulties to set up 

his life in the camp since his house was up on the hill, and he had to walk up and down 

many times to get water. They used the whole of their savings to hire other refugees 

to build their house since they did not know how to do it. At that time, both of them 

struggled very hard. His wife ran a betel nut kiosk and later a small grocery store at 

their home. Tu Tu worked as a teacher at one of the schools in zone B and had to work 

as an agricultural laborer in a rice field, or sometimes would cut corn during harvesting 

time in a nearby Thai village to earn extra income to meet the needs of his family. Bit 

by bit they felt settled.

The reason why he moved to Mae La and worked hard was for the future of his children. 

The camp provides free, good quality education. He was happy that his children could 

go to school and study properly. His eldest daughter made it quite far; she was able to 

get a scholarship and studied in a Thai university. After graduating, she now works as a 

local district officer. I interviewed his daughter by mobile phone. I asked her what she 

plans to do if her family has to return. She responded: 

I am thinking to rent a house in Mae Sot. I can stay in Thailand (she has 

the Thai ID card because of the help from her aunt). My family members 

are welcome to stay with me. But, my father, he really likes his job at the 

camp committee. To stay here means he has to leave his job that he has 

been doing for a long time. I don’t know whether he is willing to move.

Saw Tu Tu and his family may have come to the camp to survive, and it was hard at the 

beginning, but the more time they spent in the camp, the more attachment they feel, 

and the less feeling attaching to their former home. It clearly shows that they did not 

want to return. They want to live here, and the camp is now ‘home’ for them. 

Similarly, Saw Win, a twenty-nine years old man. He has a strong attachment to life 

in the camp because it is the place he grew up, more than his former community in 

Burma. 

I left Burma when I was two years old. I have no memory of my 

hometown. I imagined how it looked from stories told by my nanny. 

She said our house was on the hill, next to it was a tea field where we 

grew tea. We were quite wealthy before the military took our land. Our 

grandparent was taken out of the house by the Burmese military, later 

they took our house. After we moved to the camp, my mom went to 
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work in Singapore. My nanny took care of me. I grew up in the camp. I 

knew every place in the camp. I have a lot of memories of playing with 

my friends here in the camp. I like to speak Karen, although our family 

was half Karen half Burman. I can speak Burman, Karen, and English. 

Actually, I went back to my hometown after we knew that the military 

moved out of our land. I wanted to know how it looked. I saw my house. 

I was so happy to see it. It was far bigger than my current house in the 

camp. The area was nice and peaceful. But, how could I live there, what 

to make for a living? Here I have my job, and I love the job that I am 

doing. My girlfriend also lives here; she works as a medic. If we go back 

to Karen state, we don’t know what to do there. I know nothing about 

the area. I don’t know anyone there. It is quite unstable future comparing 

to the situation I have right now.

The story of Saw Win reveals his feeling of attachment through the language he speaks 

and the social ties with his peers. What he described implies that he must carefully 

consider analyze the options to go back or stay. Revisiting his homeland helps him to 

gain knowledge of who he is and where is he from, but it is rather empty because he 

lacks any attachment to the place and people there. Refugees describe themselves in 

terms of belonging to a specific place (Stedman, 2002). ‘The attachment to a place 

becomes a unique and deep emotional bond, which is not easy to substitute or 

replace.’(Bogac, 2009:272). However, in the camp there is a feeling of being settled 

down , which enhances the sense of attachment. The two stories above clearly show 

that over time refugees develop an attachment to the camp. The life in the camp is 

difficult, but quite stable and secure. Thinking about returning is stressful for refugees, 

as the three stories have shown. 

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I have analyzed the Mae La camp from an angle of living as opposed 

to the more dominant discourse of refugees being in limbo, stagnant and perpetually 

waiting. I have thereby first and foremost stressed the profound sense of permanence as 

expressed in various ways by many of the camp inhabitants. These feelings originate in 

long-term and continued humanitarian support and connection to sustained material 

utility infrastructures, and the implicit acceptance of the camp in its environment by 

the ambiguous regulations. This led to building more durable buildings, roads, and 

other facilities in the camp. On a personal level regarding the sense of permanence, 
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I showed how refugees actively use the camp space to make their home: from 

childhood memories, entrepreneurship, cooking, gardening and the space of everyday 

life. Against the top-down perspective of the camp as a pre-ordained place where 

refugees are seen as passive residents, they use everyday tactics to make their lives 

here. It took camp inhabitants years of effort transforming the camp to be their home, 

to develop the sense of attachment through their spatial practices, to make a place, 

and create a secure and stable life in the camp. As a result, these refugees now see the 

camp as the place they want to live, not a place of transition or liminality while they 

wait to return or resettle. The everyday life for refugees continues, and they do not feel 

stuck; life in the camp for them has created a sense of normalcy; they live here. In the 

next chapter, I will look at how this affects ideas of homeland and return.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Portable homeland

INTRODUCTION

In the previous chapter I showed that refugees settled down in the camp, that they live 

there, and that they intend to permanently stay there (or elsewhere along the Thailand-

Burma borderland). Questions of a return to their Karen homeland, as a result, never 

figured prominently in the camp until 2014, when, unexpectedly, the Thai government 

announced plans of closing the camp in 2020. While such plans had been announced 

before, they were never carried out. This time, however, the announcement was 

accompanied by ration cuts and many humanitarian organizations started to move 

out, so the feeling became real, and there was suddenly a lot of anxiety that this 

undesirable return would become a necessity for many people.

When I did my fieldwork, narratives about the homeland were not my focus at first, but 

camp inhabitants shared a lot about this, especially after these plans were announced. 

Clearly, the narrative of the independent Karen nation and its alleged greatness in the 

past and future continued to play a vital role in the present and everyday lives of people 

in the camp, especially among political groups of refugees, students and camp elites. 

This chapter examines how the sense of permanence expressed by many camp 

inhabitants and the corresponding absence of a desire to return is informed by long-

standing and actively reinforced narratives about the Karen homeland. It will show 

how the narrative is being propagated through camp institutions, such as boarding 

schools, churches, the camp committee, and camp-based organizations, as well as 

through ritual ceremonies and material culture.

Firstly, I will show that there seems to be a paradox in nourishing such narratives and 

longing for the Karen homeland on the one hand, while preferring to permanently 

stay in the Mae La camp on the other hand. (Quite a few camp inhabitants travel back 
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and forth to Karen state in Burma on a regular basis for family visits or ceremonies, 

yet still they feel their home is, or has become, Mae La). In diaspora studies, when 

following migrants or resettled refugees in their host countries, this dual feeling or 

paradox is commonly found and described. But, it challenges some assumptions in 

refugee studies, where focus is often solely directed to the time of refuge: from the 

refugee’s place of origin, via the refugee’s journey or movement, to finally the place 

of resettlement. 

In refugee studies, while refugees reside in a camp, they are typically seen as ‘stuck in 

between’, either waiting to resettle or waiting to return home (Khosravi, 2014; Missbach, 

2014). The refugee homeland, in this context, is typically tied to family, culture, and 

a geographic location or ‘the soil’, with the assumption that refugees desire to go 

back if the situation in their homeland improves or conflict ends, or otherwise hope 

for resettlement in a third country (see for example, Safran, 1991). Humanitarian 

organizations seem to think in a similar vein. The United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees’ (UNHCR) Head of Communications and Chief Spokesperson Melissa 

Fleming recently proclaimed: All refugees want to go home someday8. 

This chapter rejects such a generalization. Many refugees in Mae La do not express 

a desire to return to the geographical homeland, even though narratives about the 

homeland are strong and abundant in the camp. This chapter therefore argues that 

the common conflation of the presence of a strong homeland narrative with a strong 

desire to return does not hold true for many of my respondents in Mae La. The affinity 

to the homeland is actually more hinged to an idea than to the actual geographic 

location, and this idea of homeland is not tied to an eventual return, but serves another 

political (and social) function for the Karen Christian community in the camp. 

Secondly, I will show that the notion of the Karen homeland, similar to refugees’ 

lives in the camp, is not static and frozen in time at the point that they enter the 

camp, but very much in development, too. As they have been able to build the 

camp over a long-term period, with Karen governance structures (the camp 

committee), and instill the narrative of Karenness in their schools, churches, and 

events, the Karen homeland idea gets projected onto the camp to the point where, 

I suggest, it gets deterritorialized, decoupled from its original geographic location. 

8  UN news ‘All refugees want to go home someday’ – UNHCR spokesperson and author Melissa Fleming 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/05/558212-all-refugees-want-go-home-someday-unhcr-spokesperson-
and-author-melissa-fleming (last accessed 10 April 2020)
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THE DEBATES ON HOMELAND AND RETURN

Homeland and return are central concepts in diaspora studies, which focus on the 

long-distance relationships and complex feelings that migrants experience vis-a-vis 

their homeland after they resettle in a new society. Many diasporic migrants maintain 

transnational practices of interacting with, and going back and forth to, their home 

society, but they may never return to live there. 

In forced migration or refugee studies, a return to the homeland is often not a 

possibility (hence the reason for seeking refuge). Sayad (1991) states, however, that 

return is a natural desire and dream of immigrants (Sayad in Bilgili & Siegel, 2016). 

Because of the involuntary departure, an eventual return (or alternatively resettlement 

in a third country) is often considered the natural outcome of a refugee cycle, even if 

such return to the homeland is only temporary, seasonal, or periodical (King, 2000). 

Return in the refugee cycle thereby encompasses more than the physical return, but 

can comprise different phases such as ‘imagined return’, ‘provisional return’, and 

finally ‘repatriated return’ (Long & Oxfeld, 2004). Even host states legitimize temporary 

stays in their societies with the expectation or even policy that refugees eventually 

return, and humanitarian organizations are allied with this state idea, giving refugees 

protection towards the process of return (Horst & Nur, 2016). 

Van Hear (2014) introduced diaspora and transnational concepts to refugee and forced 

migration studies, trying to bridge the gap among the different disciplines, revealing a 

complicated transnational connection of refugees with their host and home country in 

terms of livelihood, remittances, and political support. Refugees may return or re-visit 

their home country and often establish transnational ties and integrate their resources 

into their cross-border livelihood activities, but do not live there permanently. 

In humanitarian perception, moving back (return) to the homeland often carries the 

two-way assumption that time and space in the homeland are frozen: that nothing 

has changed during the (extended) time of absence, and also that refugees themselves 

are still the same and that they could easily fit themselves back in their home society. 

In other words, a smooth return for refugees is often taken for granted. Literature 

on refugee studies, however, shows that returning refugees often find themselves 

marginalized, alienated, or feel as strangers in their original homeland (Stefansson, 

2006). The idea that the process of displacement simply ends when refugees return 

must therefore be challenged (Black and Koser 1999). ‘The notion of belonging to 

a certain homeland is particularly fraught for refugees with histories of persecution, 
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flight, exile, and settlement, as evident in the ongoing tensions between definitions of 

homeland pertaining to physical places and those referring to symbolic and imagined 

space.’ (McMichael et al., 2016). In forced repatriations, people may be allowed to 

return only to their former nation-states, not to their former home (Black and Koser, 

1999). This process, then, just changes their status from being a refugee to an internally 

displaced person. Even if refugees are allowed to return to their former homes, such 

returns radically change the social fabric, and returnees may return to a different social 

or class status (Stepputat, 1999).

Any return is complex. It involves temporalities and aspirations of the migrant as well 

as (host) state police (Sinatti, 2015). Moreover, reasons why returnees go back depend 

on the condition of life in exile and the circumstances of return. Stefansson (2004) 

suggests that the biggest concern among Bosnian refugees regarding the decision 

to stay or to return rests upon economic and material reasons, while the sense of 

belonging is put aside. They are searching for a normal life, want to stop the feeling of 

living in transition, and create a sustainable livelihood. If the condition of life in exile is 

poorer than in the home country, Bosnian refugees had a strong motivation to return, 

but they were willing to stay when the living standard in the host country is better. 

The refugees in Mae La expressed similar sentiments to the Bosnian case from 

Stefansson, but as I will show later in this chapter, for Mae La residents, although 

economic and material conditions definitely also played a role, the conditions of 

life were less articulated in terms of poverty, but more in terms of stagnancy in the 

homeland, and more ‘modern’ opportunities in the camp and the borderland area 

in which the camp is situated. The unique situation of the refugee camp, moreover, 

gives this a rather different dynamic than in most diaspora studies: these refugees 

are not embedded in a host culture, but have managed to retain a certain amount 

of autonomy in essentially what comprises a Christian Karen enclave. Here they 

can actually exercise more ethnic and religious freedom, and freedom to govern 

themselves, than they would have in a Thai borderland village, for example, where 

they would always constitute a minority. One could argue that the state of exception, 

in a certain light, works to their advantage, too. 

 

NARRATIVES OF KAREN HOMELAND 

When I hung out with young people in the camp, visiting their houses and talking 

to their parents and/or grandparents, they often told me stories—stories of their 
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homelands and the places they came from, as well as stories that revealed something 

about their identity and who they believed themselves to be. Among those fragmented 

stories of homelands, I found that when refugees referred to homeland, it had many 

different meanings: symbolic, material, geographical or childhood nostalgia. For 

example, one Karen male farmer referred to his homeland with the symbol of Karen 

state, the mountain called Zwekabin. The mountain has twin summits representing 

the idea of the twin brothers, which refer to Paw Karen and Sgaw Karen, the majorities 

of sub-ethnicities among Karen. Meanwhile, when he talked about his village and 

his memories of his homeland, he referred to a peaceful place, a rural landscape 

with forests, waterfalls, and rice fields. My village at Karen state is like my old friend, 

every time I visited there, I felt like meeting someone I knew since my childhood. 

Interestingly, he refers to his Karen village as his old friend. He recalls a clear picture of 

the landscape and childhood memories in which he used to catch fish and crabs from 

the rice field in his village, play with his friends, and he remembers the smell of the soil 

that was mixed with buffalo poop. He felt that the camp was too crowded, and there 

was not enough space for growing vegetables. It was the only thing he said he missed 

about his Karen homeland. The story this farmer told of his homeland revealed a story 

of Karen identity and Karen migration.

We call ourselves Paganyaw, which means human, we desire to live in 

harmony and peace with nature. It is our way of life since our ancestors…

Karen people migrated from Northern China around Gobi desert, moved 

down to the Southern of China and lived in the country called Burma 

long before the Burman people took control over the land.  

The excerpted quote above reveals the way he views his story as integrated with a 

longer ethnic history of migration that goes far beyond just being a refugee. Narratives 

that refugees shared with me varied widely and ranged from an oral history about the 

birth of the Karen land, the original place of the Karen before they migrated to Burma, 

to being part of the Jewish lost tribe according to the Bible. These stories, fractured as 

they may be, all relate to the idea of the homeland and an identity as Karen people that 

started long before they became refugees. 

In refugee camps, everybody is recognized as a refugee. Being refugee means that 

they are a group of people displaced by war. The definition of refugee reduces them 

to an uprooted people with no history. To tell the story of their origins helps refugees 

to remember who they are. 
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Among those narratives of homeland, the dominant story that was selected and lifted 

up by the Karen elites and political groups who believed in Christianity to be the official 

version of Karen ethno-history is about the glory of the Karen homeland. It is the only 

one that is consistently reproduced and orderly transmitted to Karen people living in 

the camp (South, 2011).

Prior to that, the ethno-nationalistic narrative was shared, and also used to unite against 

Burmese ethnic domination, among both Christian and Buddhist Karen under the Karen 

National Union (KNU). The majority of KNU staff is Christian and they strongly believe 

that only Christianity can lead to salvation. They thereby also inserted Christianity into 

the construction of Karen identity (Rajah, 2002). As a result, the Buddhist Karen felt 

they were excluded from this history and, combined with other political factors, they 

separated from the Karen National Union and set up a new, separate, insurgency group, 

although they continued fighting for the same cause: to free the Karen homeland 

from Burma (Lang, 2002). Yet in 1994 the Buddhist armed group decided to attack the 

Christian group with the help from the Burmese army. In the fierce attack, the Christian 

Karen, the KNU, lost their fight and their headquarters in 1995. This led to more than 

100,000 refugees fleeing to Thailand. Among those refugees there were members 

of the KNU, who previously held high positions in the civil administration, but who 

were dispersed throughout many refugee camps after the fighting. These former KNU 

members have administrative skills and a high education, which allow them to work 

in the camp committee (Thawnghmung, 2008). This relationship between the refugee 

camp committee and the KNU has continued until today. 

As a consequence, after fleeing and having to live in the camp, the narratives of homeland 

became localized and adjusted to fit with the context of displacement. For example,

Fifty and one year under the successive regimes of Burma, rendered us 

to extreme frustration to the extent that we almost have lost faith and 

trust in God… We are displaced persons, stateless, and are free to move 

around, we live mechanically with no fear of the Burmans and no worry 

what we will eat the next day. But we are not happy. We who were once 

independent now find ourselves dependent and livening on charity. We 

have lost our dignity and have become dependent upon others which 

is degrading and disgraceful. We want to be independent, live and 

laugh, and enjoy the fruit of our soil in our own independent land – the 

domains of our ancestors, the land on which our forefathers nourishes 

and defended us with their blood and sweat.
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(Poo Taw, the Vice President of Karen Refugee Committee, excerpt from 

the Manifesto of Karen Refugees 2000:5)

 

This version of homeland was adjusted by inserting an experience of displacement; 

it combines a sense of chauvinism and patriotism, thereby incorporating elements 

from the past into the present, along the lines of what can be referred to as ‘mythico-

histories’ (Malkki, 1995b). The ethno-nationalistic/chauvinistic narrative of homeland 

has become hegemonic among Karen refugees who live in the camp, but not among 

the Karen in Karen state. Refugees with a farmer background referred to their homeland 

as their village, their land, river and forest that they used for cultivation. It differs from 

the idea of homeland that is produced by the Christian Karen political group. But they 

compromised to the version of the elites because they shared the same experiences 

of being displaced, losing their lands and their beloved ones, exploited by the Burmese 

military (Rajah, 2002). 

The desire of their own ethno-nation with self-determination, not just being an ethnic 

group under Burmese government, fits very well with being displaced and united 

under the political goal of the KNU. Thus, the idea of homeland takes its form and 

is reinforced to capture the experience of being refugees. Since the refugees have 

been living and building their community in the camp for more than three decades, 

the narrative of homeland is also reproduced and transmitted from one generation 

to another, or even across the border to those who resettle abroad, through camp 

institutions and culture. 

What has been formed from and through those narratives in various phases and locally 

contextualized, is an imagined homeland, apart from the actual, geographic homeland. 

It is this homeland-idea, which is intricately tied to (camp) Karen identity and which 

refugees yearn for, more so than the actual homeland, because their frequent travels 

back and forth have shown them that this homeland cannot be attained in its original 

geographic location. And it is this idea, which gets transmitted, reinforced, and 

performed through the camp institutions.

 

HOMELAND-IDEA IN TRANSIT: PRACTICES AND 
TRANSMISSION IN THE CAMP
 

When Karen revolutionists and elites fled Karen state for refugee camps in Thailand, 

they carried with them a strong idea of their homeland and independence (from 
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Burma). This was also shown in the picture of Karen revolutionary leader Saw Ba U 

Gyi, of whom a refugee political leader put a picture on the wall in his house in the 

camp. His famous quote Surrender is out of the question is reprinted on t-shirts and 

worn by many Karen refugee activists. This strong homeland-idea took hold in the 

camp institutions and has also influenced and shaped the political values and identity 

of camp inhabitants. Ethno-nationalistic narratives of the Karen homeland, gradually 

developed as described above, are selected as the main message to transmit to the 

young generation of Karen refugees, whether they were born in the camp or came 

there later to study. These ethno-nationalistic narratives aim to create a sense of unity 

and a sense of belonging among Karen refugees, as well as puts a certain demand on 

refugees to sacrifice themselves to work hard and to do something good for their Karen 

nation. Camp institutions, such as the camp committee, camp-based organizations, 

schools and churches, play an important role to translate and concretize the idea of 

homeland into camp regulation, values, education, and practices.

 

Camp committee 

The most important actor that brings and transfers the idea of homeland to the camp 

is the camp committee and Karen Refugee Committee. While the Karen Refugee 

Committee operates as an umbrella organization outside the camp arena, the camp 

committee is working from within. As I showed in chapter 2, the camp committee 

and its administrative structure derived from the existing Karen governing structures 

back in Karen state before flight. This structure is brought with them and applied in the 

setting up of camp administration. The camp regulation, laws, and administration are 

based on Karen traditional laws, and they have continued in this way since the camp 

was formed. Apart from this governing structure, the camp committee also plays a vital 

role in mundane camp politics, by setting certain norms and the agenda for activities 

and events.

In order to preserve their traditional culture and maintain their cultural identity, the 

camp committee invented new regulations to wear the traditional dress on every 

Wednesday, while any other day refugees can dress as they please. The old Karen 

generation worried and feared that the young generation would forget about their 

own identity, because they were exposed to the Western/modern culture from the 

media. To wear the Karen dress every Wednesday is an identity manifestation and 

cultural preservation. Notably, this Karen cultural practice can be observed in the 

camp territory, but not in the Karen migrant community in Mae Sot or in Bangkok. 

Wednesday is the day that Karen identity stands out; in this way, the camp has an even 

more distinct identity of Karenness than in Hpa-An, the capital city of Karen state. It 
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feels like this place is not in Thailand, but in a (mini) Karen-land. Why Wednesday was 

chosen for wearing the traditional dress is still unclear. But what is clear is that the 

camp committee wants to keep the value of Karen culture alive. 

Church 

The church also actively propagates notions of Karenness and homeland in the camp, 

where they get intermixed with Christian narratives and faith. Church attendance is 

high: each Sunday almost all Christian camp inhabitants make their way to one of the 

more than 70 churches in the camp. In their sermons, preachers pray for family and 

friends, but also specifically for their Karen nation. The priest also taught followers 

not only about being a good Christian, but also a good Karen, and thereby doing 

good for the nation. The priest encouraged camp inhabitants to participate in anti-

drug campaigns in the camp which require camp inhabitants to keep an eye on drug 

dealers and report it to camp security staff. The priest referred to the participants of 

this campaign as doing good for the community since they help to protect young 

refugees from drugs, and therefore being a good Christian and doing good for the 

Karen community (nation). 

In a similar vein, there is a strong belief that only Christianity can lead to the salvation 

of the Karen people, with certain millenarian myths figuring prominently:

Our younger white brother to whom God temporarily entrusted the 

Book of Silver and the Book of Gold is coming back to return then to the 

elder Karen brother. So, when news was received that the white brother 

had arrived in Burma there was no little stir in Karendom (Karen Refugee 

Committee Manifesto, 2000)

This is an excerpt from the Karen Refugee Committee Manifesto, but the idea of the 

younger and white brother originally derives from the Golden Book that Christian 

Karen believers refer to as their Karen bible. This idea of salvation corresponds to the 

strongly-felt anticipation in the Karen nationalist movement that one day they will have 

their Karen homeland, a promised land, where their ideas about a rightful homeland 

come to full realization.

Buddhist temple

The story of the Karen glorious homeland is not mentioned much among Karen 

Buddhist refugees. As stated above, the ethno-nationalistic homeland narrative that 

is widespread in the camp is shared among Christian Karen and this is a reason why 
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the Buddhist Karen left the Karen National Union and separated from the Christian 

Karen. They set up another group called ‘Democratic Karen Buddhist Army’ which 

later changed to ‘Democratic Karen Benevolent Army’. This movement is led by the 

famous Buddhist monk, U Thuzana. His aim is to build a zone of non-violence and 

sacred field of merit (Gravers, 2001). Inside Karen state in Burma, the monk built a 

Buddhist town called Myain Gyi Ngu, which is a place where many Karen took refuge 

in an Internally Displaced Persons camp. His ambition was to re-invent the Karen 

Buddhist scripts, and therefore he asked the Buddhist Karen to research and write 

the Buddha Tripidaka in Karen Buddhist Script, which is to be written on thousands 

of stones in his temple in Myain Gyi Ngu, Karen state. He has many followers, 

from Buddhist Karen refugees, migrant workers and local Thai Karen. In the camp, 

U-Thuzana has a close relationship with one temple in zone A. At this temple, the 

Buddha’s words were written in Buddhist Karen script and the monk tried to spread 

these scripts among the young generation. However, other Buddhist temples focus 

on teaching and spreading Buddhism to those who are interested. It is a center of 

the Buddhist refugee community and local Thai Karen from the village nearby. It 

does not play much of a role in the Karen ethno-nationalist narrative in the camp.   

 

College/ Boarding school 

The camp provides high quality education that attracts many young people from Karen 

state to come and study there (more on this in chapter 5). Some schools are free of 

charge due to support from an international Christian organization. While all Karen 

camps provide education until grade 10, Mae La also has several colleges. Students who 

want to further their education post grade 10 come to Mae La. As part of the education 

curriculum, some colleges also reproduce and transmit an ethno-nationalist idea and 

the college itself bears the name of Karen homeland. Figure 4.1 shows the lecturer 

with two important Karen insurgent leaders attending the graduation ceremony of 

students receiving their bachelor’s degree. 

The Leadership and Management college, for example, is one of those colleges, which 

trains and promotes students to become politically active with the Karen National 

Union. The college is called Kaw-Thoo-Lei college by the Karen refugees, which 

literally means the college of Karen’s homeland. Meanwhile, the name ‘Leadership 

and Management college’ is used only for registration with the Thai government 

and international organizations, a neutral name so as not to identify it with any 

political agenda. Among the Karen, however, everybody knows the college aims to 

train students to be future leaders, bringing change and development for the Karen 

people. The curriculum is divided into two tracks: Science and Humanities. Yet both of 
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these tracks require students to study (Karen) history and international politics which, 

actually, is not officially allowed to be taught in the camp by the Thai government. 

Apart from the curriculum, the college requires students to sing the Karen national 

anthem (which was invented by the elite group of Karen refugees, and which is quite 

different from the anthem sung by Karen people in Karen state) before going to the 

classroom. This shows the college is an outcome of transferring the homeland-idea 

to the actual space in the camp.

Student said they learned Karen history in the camp but not in Karen state:

When I was living in Burma, I didn’t know about the [Karen] revolution 

or history. In reality, we (Karen people) don’t know about the revolution, 

we don’t have interest in it and we don’t study it. The history of Karen 

struggle was not taught at school because school was under the 

(Burmese) government. Here, in the camp, I learnt so many new things 

about Karen, a history of Karen people and culture, the Karen struggle for 

Independence, our Revolution, our former Karen leaders. We have our 

own government, our land, and we sing the Karen national anthem. We 

are proud to be Karen!

(Saw Tin, 20 years old, male student)

The quotes above show that the college does not restrict itself solely to the topics 

required in the curriculum, but also positions itself clearly as a Karen institution, with 

the aim to further the development of the Karen people. Students are seen as valuable 

resources in the struggle for their Karen nation and the hope of their future; it is 

strongly believed that a good education is key to this struggle. There is also, explicitly, a 

development project, or ‘fieldwork’ involved in the curriculum, in which students have 

to contribute to society through their own projects. These projects can include helping 

to build a school in a rural village in Karen state, creating a small-scale water irrigation 

system, strengthening gender equality, or engaging in other community development 

projects. These community service projects provide help to other Karen in Karen state 

since the Mae La camp is seen as being in a better situation. Furthermore, the service 

projects may be interpreted as a way that they (Karen refugees) can somewhat absolve 

a feeling of guilt for leaving the Karen homeland. This practice was used before by the 

Hmong Laos refugees after they resettled in the US, as those refugees were former 

fighters for the American government and were accused by the Laos government 
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as betrayers9 of their own nation. So, the refugees mitigated the feeling of guilt of 

betraying their former country by giving back and doing philanthropy for community 

development in Laos. 

Figure 4.1 Graduation ceremony, college staff with two Karen leaders source: Saw Day Po

Camp based organizations

If the camp college functions as an transmitter of ideas and values for young people, 

the camp-based organizations play the role of the implementer. There are various 

camp-based organizations working on different issues inside and outside of the camp. 

For example, Karen Youth Organization promotes the role of Karen youth in politics; 

Karen Women’s Organization focuses on gender equality, reducing domestic violence, 

and enhancing women’s rights; the Karen Cultural Organization preserves traditional 

culture, music, and identity. Meanwhile, the Karen Human Rights Group works on 

promoting human rights and monitoring human rights violations in Internally Displaced 

Persons camps and communities that are under control of the Karen National Union. 

The organization produces an annual report on human rights issues. Interestingly, these 

organizations’ mandates and values are aligned with universal values. But, this does not 

9  Ellen Kuras and Thavisouk Phrasavath (release date 21 November 2008) The Betrayal (‘Nerakhoon’), USA. 
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mean that they do not continue to work in accordance with the Karen homeland-idea. 

On the contrary, this strategy helps them engage with the international community as 

well as distance themselves from the Burmese government. Many young Karen people 

believe that to serve their Karen nation is to work with those Karen organizations.

Overall, the Karen camp-based organizations have a high trust among Karen people as 

the people believe that they work for the Karen nation. Moreover, their organizations 

were set up before refugees came to live in the camp, and they operate via a strong 

network and connections linking people inside and outside of the camp together. 

Many Karen politicians and leaders in high positions used those organizations to train 

themselves or gain recognition for obtaining a higher position. The Karen organizations 

thus play quite a crucial role not only in promoting ethno-nationalist ideology, but also 

to recruit people to work with them and train them. Karen diasporic refugees who 

resettle in third countries also stay connected by providing monetary funds to the 

camp-based organizations.

 

Cultural and material manifestation

The Karen New Year is the biggest event of the year. When I was in the camp in 2015, 

it received much attention. The camp committee prepared and led the ceremony. 

Many Karen refugees and migrants who lived outside of the camp or abroad visited or 

returned to the camp to participate in this celebration. Participants were fully dressed 

in Karen traditional clothes and carried the Karen flag. The celebration started early in 

the morning to avoid the afternoon heat. It began with the sound of a buffalo horn 

and the ancient gong, which are both considered national symbols, followed by a 

Karen girl singing about the beautiful homeland and playing a traditional Karen musical 

instrument. The Master of Ceremony announced the celebration of the New Year, 

which is counted in the Karen calendar as the year ‘2754’. Although the speaker did 

not explain where the year of 2754 came from, he emphasized the Karen year since 

it relates to the long history of Karen people that settled down in Burma before the 

Burmans. He continued talking about the gloriousness of the Karen nation in the past, 

their pride, and the essence of Karenness.
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Figure 4.2 An exhibition of Karen Scripts

 

Not far from the stage, an exhibition that displayed many facets of their Karen identity, 

and divided into different zones. The first zone was dedicated to Karen ethno-history 

and politics. There were boards showing biographies of Karen leaders, and a board 

showing Karen scripts as can be seen in figure 4.2. Staff from a student group told me 

that the Karen script was in some part similar to Burmese script, but their script was 

older than the Burmese. There was a strong emphasis on the ways in which the Karen 

differ from the Burmese. Their society had developed sophisticated ideas and language 

before the Burman people had. She stated that the Karen Education Entities wanted to 

increase awareness among the young generation to be able to read and write in the 

Karen script both for every-day use and also for academic purposes, helping to protect 

it from disappearing. The second zone showed Karen traditional music instruments, 

folklore and agricultural tools that used to be necessities in the Karen livelihood. This 

cultural manifestation brought together the collective feeling and remembering of the 

Karen homeland, their history, as well as shared identity and roots. 

In figure 4.3, students from Karen Student Network Group sold t-shirts with a picture 

of Saw Ba u Gyi, the Independent Karen leader. He is a well-known and respected 

leader among Karen people and refugees as a great fighter. Interestingly, the ideology 
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of Karen homeland here is transmitted to a t-shirt. T-shirts are, of course, influenced 

by modern material culture. For the young generation producing a political logo and 

wearing the t-shirt represents their political ideology as well as their modern identity. 

It can be interpreted that this is a way of transmitting cultural-ideological value in a 

style more agreeable to the younger generation either as rebellion or as compromise. 

When I went to buy a t-shirt, they told me that it is part of a fundraiser to support 

student networks and activities in the camp. Therefore, buying a t-shirt is not only an 

economic exchange, but also a symbolic gesture of doing good to the Karen people 

by supporting student activities. 

Figure 4.3 Karen students selling t-shirts on Karen New Year

 

The Karen flag, the buffalo horn, calendar and t-shirts relate to the Karen ethno-

nationalistic identity and the Independence of Karen homeland. They believe that Karen 

state deserves to be a nation-state since they have a territory, sovereignty, people, and 

its own government, similar to other state countries around the world, and thus should 

not be treated just as an ethnic group. They want to gain the universal recognition and 

legitimize their claim of national-separation. The Karen New Year celebration is more 

of a political message than a cultural issue. This specific cultural manifestation and 

ceremony is located and celebrated among refugees in the Karen refugee camps, the 
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area in Burma that is controlled by the Karen National Liberation Army, and probably 

among Karen diasporic refugees abroad. The Karen Buddhists in Karen state in Burma 

celebrate the Karen New Year on the same day, but ethno-nationalism and politics are 

less pronounced.

It will be clear from the above that all the institutions in the camp, from the administration, 

schools, script, and religious institutions to cultural manifestations have all ingrained 

Karenness into their operation, where they hark back to the history of the Karen 

homeland in their daily operation. They have also adapted this notion of Karenness into 

life in the camp, where it gets propagated and instilled into the younger generation. 

What we can see then, is that the idea of the Karen homeland has gradually become 

dislodged from the geographical area, or memories of their past, and transferred and 

instilled itself into the institutions of the camp and thereby its inhabitants, the refugees. 

This is not unlike Anderson’s ‘imagined communities’(Anderson, 2006), albeit at a 

smaller scale.

The way the camp institutions practice Karenness also makes the camp population feel 

that the camp resembles their idea of their homeland or the land that they left behind 

before being refugees more than the actual, current homeland in Karen state where 

the Burmese military or other military group took control earlier and as a consequence 

looks nothing like the place they remember and the stories they tell. 

PORTABLE HOMELAND 

On the one hand, we see that the ideal of the Karen homeland is actively nurtured and 

reinforced, but on the other hand we see that the refugees have gradually made the 

camp their home, even to the extent that it has led to a significant decline in the desire 

to return to the physical territory. An experience of displacement not only shapes their 

Karen identity, but the camp is also a fertile space for Karen identity. Refugees have 

constructed the camp as a piece of their homeland and they have transformed the 

camp space according to their imagination of their homeland.

In refugee studies (as in the case of Palestinian refugees and many other studies in the 

literature) the traditional interpretation of such ethno-nationalist narratives about the 

homeland and the active transmission and reinforcement of these narratives through 

various camp institutions, is that it is focused on, and serves the purpose of, a ‘return’ 

to this original, territorialized homeland. Here, however, it is focused more on the idea 

122

CHAPTER FOUR



of the homeland, which serves a variety of functions in the camp. 

First, it gives the Karen refugees a sense of unity and community, uniting the Karen 

against the Burmese, and the feeling of redressing past political injustices. Here, the 

camp also serves as a perfect place for the Karen to project the political ideology 

and mobilize the young generation to participate in political activities both inside and 

outside the camp. As the camp segregates and concentrates Karen refugees, it is a 

fertile place to embed and grow their culture and cultural identity. This also makes the 

camp similar to an enclave. Moreover, the camp is a place where the spotlight shines 

on their plight; this helps them to gain international attention, strengthening their case 

as a people being displaced and fighting for their independence. 

Second, for the camp inhabitants themselves, the strong homeland narrative 

consolidates political allegiance and loyalty to the KNU, and it serves to maintain 

the status quo by the Karen elites, as the people do not question their legitimacy. It 

additionally serves to mobilize people to support their political movement in order to 

negotiate with the Burmese government (backed up by numbers of refugees and the 

unstable/ conflict situation). 

This idea of the ethno-nationalistic homeland is even carried with refugees who 

resettle to third countries. They are active and ready for political mobilization and 

maintain their diasporic relation with elites in the camp. In 2017, the Karen diaspora 

gathered and demonstrated in front of the Capitol in Washington DC, condemning 

the Burmese embassy in DC that they wrote a letter publicly denying their Karen 

identity as shown in figure 4.4. Moreover, when they resettled there, they still carry 

with them the material such as calendar, flag and Karen Revolution leaders’ pictures. 

This was also shown in the media when they demonstrated at DC. It shows how the 

idea of homeland is detached from the actual/original territory homeland. The political 

material that they carry with them shows that homeland is manifested in material 

and can be portable into the diaspora. This is also how the t-shirts and calendars 

should be interpreted: as a means to hold onto Karen identity; as recognition of a 

people, but, unlike for example in the Palestinian case, not as a claim on the land. 
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Figure 4.4 Karen diaspora protest in Washington D.C.  Source: Star Tribune10  

I taught Physics, but I also taught them about Marxist ideology, and 

global politics. I assigned them to read Chomsky, as I wished they could 

gain a critical thinking instead of being indoctrinated by the Burmese 

propaganda…If we cannot liberate our people, we will always be a victim 

under an evil socialist system (means Burma). Finally as a group of 

people, we will basically disappear.

(Jay, 72 years old, college teacher)

The quote above clearly shows the fear of being forgotten or the fear of the 

disappearance of Karen identity, so the only safe place to keep this is in the memory 

of the people. It signifies a strategic change, making the new point of reference for the 

identity to not stick to the land but stick with the people. The entire Karen history of 

homeland and their politics also shifted from territory to people, identity, and awareness.  

AMBIVALENCE OF RETURN

This idea of the homeland does, for most, not equal a desire to return. Despite the 

fact that the camp’s closure is supposedly imminent, refugees actually prefer to stay 

10  Star Tribune (6 November 2017) Minnesota Karen Protest in D.C. http://www.startribune.com/minnesota-
karen-protest-in-d-c/455638193/#4 last accessed 23 October 2019. 
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or continue living in the camp. There are various reasons that refugees are ambivalent 

or lack a desire to return: economic, socio-cultural and political factors in homeland 

situation, or they prefer to live a transnational life. 

As explained in the previous chapter, the regularity of aid distribution, stable condition 

of infrastructure similar to other Thai villages, and opportunities for education and 

work as a productive life, are all aspects that make refugees feel a sense of permanence 

and normalcy while living in the camp. It is a different story than often presented in 

the news that the refugees cannot return because they fear war or their homeland is 

not safe. There were some voluntary returnees in 2017 when the camp closure was 

announced: around 90 refugees mainly from Nu Po camp returned to Karen and other 

ethnic states. They mentioned that the reason why they decided to go back was due 

to ration cuts and a lack of opportunity to work outside the camp. However, other 

refugees who heard about voluntary returnees said their decisions to return were likely 

due to being offered a piece of land and a small amount of resettlement money. 

Most of the refugees at that time stayed, though. Due to a geographical benefit, Karen 

state is so close by, refugees I met in the camp go back and forth between the two 

places quite regularly. They go to Karen state for business, to visit family, lead or attend 

a religious ceremony or a pilgrimage, participate in wedding, and other ceremonies 

such as ‘Eating New Rice’ which is an important tradition among Karen farmers. This 

regularity of going back and forth between Karen state and the camp is considered to 

be part of everyday life activities for some Karen refugees. Refugees may not want to 

return to their homeland permanently, still they want to have access to their assets, 

to maintain their networks that they have back in their homeland. Van Hear (2014) 

suggests that refugees are living in transnational social fields where they maintain their 

transnational connection among their families and friends in different places as they 

prefer to live in this transnational life.  

Apart from the two explanations above, refugees mentioned many other reasons 

why they prefer to stay in the camp, only visiting their homeland for a short time. 

Here, I categorize people’s responses into two groups. The first group is non-political 

relationship with homeland, and second group is strongly engage in political and 

ethno-nationalism homeland. 

First, the older generation which experienced the war is often simply fed up with the 

long-lasting conflicts between the ethnic armed groups and they want to live their 

lives in a peaceful place, a desire which is stronger than the desire to return to their 
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birthplace. Among the old generation are farmers and rural people, and the image 

of homeland in their mind, when I asked, is a rural land, with rice fields and ancestral 

links. Many refugees remembered their Karen homeland as peaceful and wooded. 

Discussions of the homeland evoke a sense of nostalgia. This nostalgia is related to 

their lives in the camp and the way of life in Karen state. As one of the farmers said 

the camp was too crowded, and the way of life is similar to a city, and there was not 

much space for growing vegetables. If he wants to eat fresh vegetable or bamboo 

shoots, he has to buy it from the market instead of getting it from the forest nearby his 

house. Karen state, on the other hand, still has large green areas that can cultivate rice, 

recalling his childhood memories with friends, and the agricultural way of life. When 

he visits his homeland in Karen state, it is still like that, but at the same time he now 

enjoys the more convenient life in the camp, e.g. education and healthcare, or urban 

life in Mae Sot. So , many refugees want to stay on the Thai side along the border even 

if the camp would close, more so than to return and rebuild a life in Burma. 

Moreover, due to the protracted conflicts among Karen insurgent groups and Burmese 

government, Karen state has been stuck in this conflict zone for such a long period of 

time. Although some of the areas have already agreed to a ceasefire, still there is not 

a lot of economic investment or development projects. Refugees who made a visit to 

Karen state thought of Karen state as a place lacking development compared to the 

Thai side just across the border that is far more developed, even the camp is more 

equipped and convenient than Karen state. 

Second, for the group that relates to the political homeland and has a strong sense of 

ethno-nationalism, their ideology of the ethno-nationalistic homeland is contested 

by the reality on the ground in Karen state, e.g. the Christian Karen in the camp view 

the Karen National Liberation Army or the Karen National Union as powerful political 

entities, but actually in Karen state, there are many other just as powerful civilian and 

military groups. Similarly, this group of patriotic Karen refugees feel that they are 

minority in Karen state, while in the camp they feel like being a majority. Moreover, 

refugees do not relate to the political system and structure in Karen state. In the last 

general election in 2015, a few refugees returned to vote, but many of them did not. 

They said there is no candidate that they think can represent them. Refugees, including 

those who currently have or used to have positions in the camp, feel excluded or have 

no place in Karen state. They share a feeling that they are like a stranger in the place 

that they came from. 

For some of Karen refugee revolutionists, the notion of return is equivalent to defeat, 
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to accept that they have lost their beloved Karen nation forever. This means that they 

surrender and give up their ideology, the reason that they have been fighting for more 

than six decades. Already in 2011, a former Vice President of KNUU, Naw Zipporah 

Sein, stated that the Burmese government uses ‘development’ as a weapon to destroy 

and wipe out the resistance groups and persuade ethnic groups to forget about their 

struggle11. The KNU leaders viewed the term ‘ceasefire’ as synonymous with ‘surrender’. 

They also viewed the term ‘economic development’ as synonymous with ‘personal 

profit’, so the idea of development stimulates political distrust. 

In terms of social status, a male Karen camp committee member is anxious about 

return as he may lose the social status that he has in the camp. He pointed out that 

the political structure in Karen state is not a democracy, and full of corruption, unlike 

in the camp, which he said is more transparent. (This is partly true, although there is 

corruption, despotism and nepotism in the camp too.) This is because he is someone 

in the camp, but may be no one there in Karen state. He gained a rather high social 

status through his language and personal skills. He spoke Thai quite fluently, which 

helps him to be close to the Thai authority both inside and outside of the camp. Camp 

inhabitants always go to him if they needed to contact with the Thai authority or when 

there was a conflict between Thai people and camp inhabitants; in these situations he 

acts as a negotiator, and at the same time he is gatekeeper to outsiders.  

In terms of culture, some refugees indicate that they are strangers in their homeland 

due to religion and identity differences. In Karen state, Buddhist people form the 

majority population. Moreover, the refugees are seen and labelled as lazy since they 

live in the camp and receive care and help from international organizations. It is not 

easy for this group of refugees to return and re-integrate in Karen society. 

However, some young political activists who have an ethno-nationalistic idea as 

they studied in the camp, do not share these anxieties about returning that the older 

generation have. The reason that they want to return, and actually the reason they go 

back on a temporary basis, is to develop Karen state. Meanwhile, they also want to find 

a job and work in Thailand.

11  ‘KNU Stops Tavoy Road construction’, Karen News, July 19th , 2011 available at https://web.archive.org/
web/20151008211552/http://karennews.org/2011/07/knu-stops-tavoy-road-construction.html/ (last accessed 
24.04.2020).
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CONCLUSION
 

The specific configuration of the camp allows the refugees to build their home in the 

camp guided by the idea of the Karen homeland, but not an actual hope and plan to 

return to it. Because of the setting as a refugee camp, refugees do not integrate into 

the Thai society and the Thai government does not want them to do so either. Yet this 

segregation makes the space of the camp more conducive to re-flourish their identity. 

Space was often seen as a vacant category in refugee studies, reduced to a neutral 

stage upon which other forces were at play in the narrative of migration. Space was 

rarely seen as an active part in the field of identity formation. In this case, the camp is 

a fertile place to grow Karen cultural identity and political ideology and is a dynamic 

field in which Karen identities are in constant state of interaction with the ‘idea’ of 

homeland but the reality of everyday life. 

In this chapter I have focused on what the homeland means to refugees in Mae La 

camp, based on the many stories and thoughts that refugees shared with me during 

my fieldwork and thereafter. Unlike what appears to be a consequential relation in 

most refugee studies, I argue that the focus on the homeland, in this case, should not 

be seen as tied to, or imply, a desire for return, and, therefore, that it should also be 

analytically decoupled from the geographic notion of the land, because the idea of 

the homeland is very prominent in the camp. It is often talked about, and this chapter 

has shown how the homeland-idea is actively propagated and reinforced by a variety 

of camp institutions. Therefore, the homeland is not tied to a geographical location. I 

have furthermore argued that the notion of homeland has become portable: refugees 

can take it along and reproduce it. Even for the Karen refugees who are less politically 

active themselves, the pervasive narrative of the homeland in the camp makes it easier 

for everyone to accommodate the narrative and there are few critical voices against it. 

Although the homeland represents a physical place and a reference point for the 

refugees, it also operates as a site of contestation between the desire to return and the 

sense of belonging that go beyond a confined territory. By looking at deterritorialized 

homeland that does not fit neatly with the territorial boundaries, it invites refugee 

scholars to reframe our way of understanding and produce knowledge that goes 

beyond the national territory. 
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CHAPTER FIVE

Node of connection and
place of opportunities

INTRODUCTION

The previous two chapters showed refugees’ agency in turning camp space into a 

productive space and a place that meets their needs, not ‘waiting’ but living their lives 

in the camp, while at the same time nurturing their idea of the Karen homeland. I 

pointed out that Mae La camp inhabitants go out of the camp to visit Karen state in 

Burma on a regular basis for festivals or family visits, even though few of them want 

to return permanently. In this chapter I aim to further examine this observation that, 

although the camp is officially physically segregated from local Thai communities 

nearby, it is nevertheless well-connected through refugees’ networks, which has 

enabled a constant flow of people coming to and going out of the camp over the 

years. Some refugees leave the camp daily to work, trade, or study. Formally, they 

need a permit to go out of the camp, but there are other, informal ways to leave the 

camp, and this chapter will look at some of the tactics refugees use to navigate the 

surrounding borderland. 

Additionally, apart from reasons of seeking refuge, which is to be expected for a refugee 

camp, my findings suggest that new arrivals also come to Mae La to seek opportunities: 

to find work, to study, to get a chance to resettle in third countries, to participate in a 

political movement, or for romantic reasons. Over time, the mobility of refugees and 

flows in and out of the camp have led to the camp being less undesirable or a ‘dumping 

site’ (Bauman, 2004). Instead, I will argue in this chapter that these flows are an integral 

part of refugees’ everyday life and that they have transformed the camp into a center of 

refugee mobility, a place of opportunity, and a node of connection in the borderland. 
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MOBILITY AND FLOWS IN REFUGEE STUDIES 
 

Mobility in refugee studies often focuses on the period of fleeing a homeland and the 

time of resettlement. Also for the Karen, the trajectory of fleeing from Karen state in 

Myanmar and crossing over the border to Thailand is well-documented (and summarily 

presented in chapter 1), as are the resettlements from Mae La to third countries, such 

as the U.S., Canada, and several countries in Europe. But while staying in the camp, 

mobility is generally considered limited (Loescher & Milner, 2006). Such implied lack 

of agency and mobility on the part of refugees while staying in the camp, however, is 

far removed from daily practice in the camp and the surrounding Mae Sot borderland. 

Some refugee scholars in Thailand believe that refugees living in the camp lack 

freedom of mobility as indicated in the government refugee policy. The lack of 

freedom of mobility reduces them to bare life (Tangseefa, 2003). In the case of the 

Mae La camp, however, refugees are able to negotiate, and navigate their access to 

mobility in different ways; in fact, they enjoy quite a lot of mobility. This does not mean 

that they intend to violate the rules, but they find ways to sustain mobility as an integral 

part of their daily life. They go to school, go to buy goods or visit friends in Mae sot. 

Mobility is essential to them from personal connections to strengthening professional 

and religious networks, or to participate in political movements.

Countering dominant narratives about the refugee camp as an isolated space, a few 

studies have shown that refugees and camp inhabitants build their networks and 

connections between themselves and local people in other refugee camps and across 

the Thailand-Burma border. Prior to the establishment of formal refugee camps, the 

Karen and Mon and other ethnicities had straddled along the border (Rajah, 2002; van 

Roy, 2017), and Keyes (2002) has put forward the critique that the Thai-Burma territory 

demarcation has cut and divided many ethnic minorities living along the border. In 

fact, refugee camps and refugees belong to these ‘border-crossing communities’. 

Karen refugees build networks and relations among refugees in other refugee camps, 

local communities and across borders. Lee (2012) points out that although Karen 

refugees are dispersed, they stay connected. Other research has shown that religious 

networks have also played important roles among refugees and local communities 

and cross-border networks (Buadaeng, 2003; Horstmann, 2011). Similarly, Rangkla 

(2013) emphasizes the strong religious relationship between Karen refugees and local 

Thai Karen communities, arguing that Karen refugees are able to move out of the Mae 

La camp and relocate themselves in the Thai villages only with the help of local Thai 

Karen people. Refugees also integrate into local Thai society through participating in 
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(Buddhist) religious practices. 

To understand mobility and the Mae La camp, I will first describe some of the refugee 

networks and local community relations of camp inhabitants to illustrate why refugees’ 

lives often take place out of the camp. I then examine the practices and tactics of 

refugees going out of the camp, because officially their mobility is limited. In the 

second part of this chapter, I subsequently shift to flows of people into the camp: 

the new arrivals and in particular those coming to the camp to seek opportunities for 

a better life. The camp is at the intersection of these flows, which makes it a hub of 

connection for refugees.

 

CAMP INHABITANTS AND LOCAL COMMUNITY 
RELATION
 

Refugees go out of the Mae La camp on a daily basis, for example, for visiting friends 

and family, for trading, participating in religious activities, to study at a school nearby, 

to work, to do professional training, or to strengthen their social, political, or religious 

networks. Figure 5.1 shows the school bus operated by a camp dweller waiting for 

students to take them from the camp to a Thai school in the morning, and it will take 

them back to the camp in the evening. 

Tiny is 17 years old. Her parents came from Kachin state, but she was born in the camp. 

Her dream is to travel around the world and be a tour guide. The first country that she 

wants to visit is Israel, to see Jerusalem. This is because she is Christian. After finishing 

high school from the camp located in zone A, she was thinking either to pursue her 

higher education in the camp or go to study outside at a university in Thailand or 

another country. With her love for languages, she taught herself Korean and Japanese 

by learning from Youtube videos. At the same time, she wanted to know the Thai 

language, so she searched for the Thai school nearby and found out the Facebook 

page of the St. Joseph school. She contacted the teacher (that she called ma soeur) 

and told her that she was from the Mae La camp and wanted to study at St. Joseph, 

but she did not have much money or even a Thai ID card. Fortunately, the teacher 

helped her to get into the school. Tiny case is interesting in the way that she had to 

build a connection with the Thai school by herself. Some other refugee students, of 

whom the parents were able to afford to pay for the transportation and school fees, 

also send their children to Thai school with the hope that their children are better off 

being educated in Thai and receiving the Thai certificate.  
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Figure 5.1 A school bus waiting for students 

 

The above case of Tiny shows that mobility is really part of refugees’ daily lives and not 

an exception. Camp inhabitants maintain relations of various kinds across the border, 

which makes them go out of the camp on a regular basis, for example, visiting their 

relatives and homeland in Karen state in Burma for special occasions such as attending 

a wedding, or participating in religious ceremonies, as also mentioned in the previous 

chapter. Horstmann (2011) examined the important role of refugees’ religious networks 

across the border. He emphasized that this religious network helps refugees and new 

arrivals to cross the border without being caught by the Thai authority and the network 

also plays an important role in political and religious activities inside Karen state. 

The existence and apparent permanence of these refugee camps have also motivated 

Thai traders to set-up and run businesses inside the camp. Some stores in the camp 

and the open market inside the Mae La refugee camp have Thai owners but are run 

by the refugees. Outside of the camp refugees provide cheap labour and they have 

become a key part of the economic system helping to stimulate the border economy 
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(Brees, 2008), about which I will go into more detail in chapter 6. To refugees and local 

Thai entrepreneurs, economic relationships established are mutually beneficial and 

the refugees go out of the camp on a daily basis to work in fields, shops, etc. 

While the Karen use their religious and ethnic connections to rebuild their lives in 

Thailand, Muslim groups have used religious and ethnic connections primarily for 

entrepreneurial endeavors. In the Mae La camp, most grocery stores, clothes or 

electricity shops are run by Muslim inhabitants. Muslim camp merchants receive support 

from Muslim merchants in Mae Sot in terms of money, commodities, and connections 

with local Thai authorities. Through these connections, Muslim merchants are able to 

set up grocery stores in the camp and bring all commodities from Mae Sot into the 

camp, too. One of my Muslim informants told me that he went to Mae Sot two times a 

month, normally the first and last week of that month, to order and buy new products to 

resell in the camp. The Muslim shop owner in Mae Sot would drive a pick-up car to bring 

all ordered products to his shop in the Mae La camp. He said without the help from the 

Muslim community, he could not have settled and opened the shop in the Mae La camp.  

MOBILE REFUGEES: ARRANGEMENTS, 
EVERYDAY PRACTICES, TACTICS

Mobility arrangements 

There are three kinds of arrangements for refugees to go outside of the camp. The 

first one is through written permission from the Thai authority (the camp pass); the 

second is through networks and connections that refugees have with informal actors 

or part of acquired knowledge gained from everyday life; the third requires a strong 

connection.

A formal arrangement happens through permission of the camp commander. There 

are some exceptions, in which the Thai government allows refugees to go outside 

for short periods of time if refugees need to seek health care, need materials related 

to education, or desire to visit relatives. However, only three refugee camps in Tak 

province have this kind of arrangement. They can leave the camp after receiving a 

letter of permission. Refugees call this letter a ‘camp pass’. This camp pass allows 

a refugee to leave the camp and stay outside for a period of seven days. One camp 

pass can be used for only one person and one has to arrange it individually. This can 

be done either going through the procedure via the section leader, or one can use a 

broker in the camp to expedite the procedure. Say Say, a Mae La camp resident, told 
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me that she paid 250 baths (around 8 USD) to an agent who could arrange a camp 

pass for her. It is far faster going with the broker. With this camp pass, she could leave 

Mae La camp to visit her friends in Mae Sot and her parents in Mae Sarieng, Mae Hong 

Son Province. 

However, not all refugees are able to pay for the camp pass every time they want to go 

outside the camp. Some refugees consider other ways to unofficially go outside the 

camp. This goes through informal arrangements. An informal arrangement is related 

to trust, connections and networks that refugees have built with local communities 

nearby the camp. Refugees learn and know how to avoid encountering or dealing and 

negotiating with the Thai authorities. Several tactics are used, ranging from the simple 

to the complicated.

Avoiding checkpoints

The first and simplest tactic that refugees use is to avoid the times that the Thai 

authorities are at the checkpoints or avoid the checkpoints altogether. Moreover, they 

observe where checkpoints are located along a route that they need to take and which 

checkpoints are strict and which ones are flexible. This information is shared among 

refugees. This tactic is applied among refugees who are day-by-day laborers. They 

traveled outside the camp to work in local Thai agricultural fields around the camp. 

However, this tactic is not always successful. There are times that the Thai authorities 

extend their working hours due to orders from their upper-level commanders.

Knowing hidden routes 

Through their everyday movements around the camp, camp inhabitants have come to 

know that there are secret gates or hidden routes connecting the camp to main roads 

or neighboring villages. Mae La and other refugee camps are surrounded by forests, 

mountains, rivers and agricultural sites belonging to local Thai people. Actually, the 

hidden paths are well known among camp inhabitants, especially for those who often 

walk outside the camp to a nearby forest, or who frequently travel a short distance. 

Refugees use these hidden paths to go to work outside the camp, gather forest food 

and bamboo shoots, collect firewood, or walk their goats. However, after the Thai 

government restricted refugee mobility, this method has become one of the everyday 

tactics among camp dwellers.

The other route that the camp inhabitants use is to cross a small river. The river 

starts from the mountain behind the camp, and divides into two streams; one passes 

through the camp community and another passes the edge of the camp to a local 
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Thai community. The river is not that deep but sometimes the current is quite strong. 

Refugees also use this river for bathing and washing clothes. The river can be crossed 

throughout the year, the only exception being the rainy season. After the Thai 

government controlled their mobility by closing all camp gates to discourage refugees 

to go outside, this river became a popular route among refugees.

Going with locals 

The second tactic relies on good connections with local communities. As mentioned 

before, refugee camps do not exist in isolation. Refugees have built strong ethnic, 

economic, and political relationships with local communities around the camp. The 

refugee camps, camp residents, and their connections are part of broader border 

communities, in which refugees and local communities have a shared reciprocal 

relation. This allows refugees to get access to mobility outside Nupo, Umpiem or Mae 

La camp. Some refugees go to Mae Sot town by riding in local people’s private cars 

or going with a local motorcycle taxi driver. Going in local people’s cars gives them a 

privilege not to be checked by the military or police as Thai people can move around 

freely without being checked by the authorities. 

Jason, a former Mae La camp resident who now lives in Mae Sot shared with me 

that when he lived in Mae La, he also went to stay and study at Umpiem and Nupo. 

During weekends or school holidays, he worked at a cornfield and vegetable farm 

with a Hmong employer. Sometimes when he wanted to go to Mae Sot he asked his 

employer to take him by car. He said the Thai police hardly check any private car at 

the checkpoint, but only public transportation like the mini bus Songteaw. The police 

know that refugees are poor and they could not own a car, so they have to take public 

transportation to go into town. 

Saw Ti, a resident of Nu Po camp, told me that when he had to go to the Internally 

Displaced Persons (IDP) camp at the border inside Burma, he had to rent a car. The 

car owner was a retired Karen National Union (KNU) soldier. He is married to a Thai-

Karen and stays in the Thai village not far from Nupo camp. The driver has a very good 

connection with the Thai security staff and other Thai authorities. The Thai security staff 

at the Nupo camp recognise his face, so he can come in and out easily. Only he and 

his car can bring refugees out of the camp. Even in the nighttime, when the IDP from 

Burma fled to the Thai border, Saw Ti has to rely on this driver to pick up IDP refugees. 

He states ‘with the help and connection of this driver, he can travel around quite freely’. 
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Performing Thainess

In the Mae Sot borderland, identity classification and differentiation of refugees, 

migrant workers, and local people are complex. This actually benefits refugees and 

migrant workers if they dress similar to local Thai people and are able to speak Thai, in 

which case they would not be noticed by the Thai policemen. Yet the Thai government 

officials sometimes ask them to show ID cards to identify who they are. Refugees 

who work with humanitarian organizations in Mae Sot obtained cards that help them 

to traveling around the area. The variety of such cards, however, can also be used to 

adapt one’s identity to particular situations and to one’s advantage, as shown below.

Refugees/migrant workers know that they have to speak Thai when they encounter 

local Thai authorities at the checkpoints. Often, refugees use this strategy when 

traveling by public mini-bus Songteaw when the police checks passengers for 

documents. However, only a small number of refugees can speak Thai fluently. Those 

who speak it well likely studied in a Thai school or attended Thai class at the camp 

school. The majority of the refugee population chose to study English, so they have to 

find other tactics when they travel. 

In another example, a Buddhist Karen monk that I interviewed had been staying in 

Thailand for more than 10 years. However, he had not obtained any legal document 

to do so. He crossed the border from Burma to Thai side because he wanted to study. 

Educated in a Thai temple, he was able to speak Thai, Sanskrit and English. Being 

a monk, a highly regarded status in Thailand, he is automatically treated with much 

respect and able to travel without being caught, in contradiction to his actual status as 

an undocumented migrant. 

This shows that language and performing particular identities play an important role in 

negotiating with the state power and authorities. By practicing and performing to be 

like a real ‘Thai’, refugees can enjoy some freedom of mobility.

Different cards, multiple identities

The multiple identities stem from the multiplicity of cards that refugees use. Cards used 

in the Mae Sot area are, for example, the labour card Bat Rang-Ngarn/Bat Tangdao, 

Ten-years card Bat Sip Pee, student cards, KNU card or (fake) Thai ID cards. Some 

refugees who worked with organizations in Mae Sot were able to get a labor card 

through their offices. Some may have gotten a card through personal, ethnic, political 

relationships or through bribes. Each of those cards allows a different freedom of 

mobility. All cards except for passport and Thai ID card are restricted in terms of 

distance. The labor card allows refugees/migrant workers to stay in Mae Sot and to 
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travel around Tak province. But they cannot travel to other provinces unless they ask 

for permission from the mayor of Tak province first. This is the same for the Ten-years 

card. The only difference is that the labor card is requested by an employer. If refugees/

migrants quit a job, they also lose the card. Meanwhile, the Ten-years card gives more 

privilege. Migrants are allowed to stay in Thailand for ten years without guarantee by 

an employer. The student card is given by the migrant schools around Mae Sot and is 

used among refugee and migrant students who register themselves with the school. 

The KNU card is quite exclusive and limited to a small group of Karen refugees. 

The card is offered by the Karen National Union through a special relationship and 

arrangement with the Thai government. The way to obtain this card is to serve the 

Karen army or work with Karen organizations, or through personal relationships with 

KNU leaders. The card states that the cardholder is a citizen of Kawthoolei (Karen) 

state with a signature of the Karen leader. It is represented as a Karen National ID card 

and valid only for one year. The KNU card holders are able to travel along the entire 

western borderland area and the frontier, which is guarded by Karen insurgents.

A refugee might hold multiple cards if (s)he works with a humanitarian organization 

and used to serve in the Karen army as well. This person will have a labor card, a KNU 

card, and possibly a Ten- years card. Carrying many cards leads refugees to perform 

multiple identities. The multiple cardholder has to know when and where, which card 

can be used at one particular moment especially when they encounter or are stopped 

by the policeman at a checkpoint. For example, the labor card is used during weekdays 

and when they travel for a short distance around Mae Sot. But the KNU card is used 

in the weekend or for long-distance travel outside Tak province. Pow, a Karen man 

who holds both a labor and KNU card told me that normally when he travels from Mae 

Sot to Mae La camp, he uses the KNU card to show to the police or military. The Thai 

authorities recognize the KNU card and they do not ask him where he is going. It is a 

special agreement that is known among Karen military personnel and Thai authorities 

along the Thai- Burmese border. But the KNU card cannot be used when he travels 

with other people like a Thai or foreigner, then he has to present the Ten years card 

instead. Shneiderman (2005) in a different context describes similar practices by 

Nepalese traders on the border of Tibetan autonomous region as ‘swapping identities’. 

In chapter 3, I analyzed refugees’ tactics as they are living their daily lives in the camp. 

Building on De Certeau, I argued there that simply by walking, congregating, organizing 

activities, celebrating festivals, building infrastructure and housing, refugees exercise 

their agency, thereby modifying camp space slowly but surely, especially because 
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the camp committee, comprising refugees themselves, is mostly autonomous in 

organizing camp space, as pointed out in chapter 2. Even more so than city people, in 

the refugee camp these tactics are essential in producing the space. 

Mobility, I have shown above, is an integral part of refugees’ lives, but its tactics are 

different. Here refugees’ tactics and actions are not inscribed into camp space, but 

consist of maneuverings and navigations along borders and checkpoints. In this way, 

the tactics of place-making are also trans-border and involve cross-border mobility. 

Interestingly, the camp boundary often requires more of an effort to cross than the 

international Thailand-Burma border, which runs through the borderland, but is highly 

porous and crossed by traders and people permanently living at the border. 

While refugee mobility is officially limited, this does not block refugees from being 

mobile. From the examples above, it shows that they use a variety of techniques and 

ways of operating to look for opportunities to enable their mobility beyond camp 

boundaries. As De Certeau said: 

A tactic is an art of the weak. It operates in isolated actions, blow by 

blow. It takes advantage of ‘opportunities’ and depends on them, being 

without any base where it could stockpile its winnings, build up its own 

position and plan raids. (...) What it wins it cannot keep. (De Certeau, 

1984:37).

For mobility, as seen in the examples given above: speaking Thai, acting like a local, or 

knowing which card to show the authorities, go hand in hand with acquired knowledge, 

or developed skills. This knowledge works together with the tactics; it determines the 

tactics that they can and need to use. Tactics are also relative to strategy. When those 

in power strongly wield their power, the less powerful or disenfranchised need to 

utilize better tactics and more trickery, when they encounter that power. 

The examples above show that utilizing such variety of tactics greatly expands refugees’ 

possibility for movement in the border area outside the camp and beyond into Burma. 

The Mae La camp perimeter does not stop refugee mobility nor the many long-standing 

connections and networks in the area, which remain active, and these mobility tactics 

complement the place-making tactics described in chapter 3. This also goes the other 

way: the next section considers flows of people from the borderland and Burma into 

the camp, where I will show that place-making and production of camp space is also 

highly influenced by the camp as a place of opportunity and a node of connection. 
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NEW ARRIVALS: SEEKING OPPORTUNITY 
 

The second aspect of mobility in this chapter focuses on flows into the camp, the 

new arrivals. In earlier times, most inflows were refugees fleeing from war and ethnic 

conflict in Burma, as explained in more detail in the introduction of this thesis. Over the 

years, though, due to the long-term existence of the camp in the borderland setting, 

and also because of refugees’ agency in governing and building space in the camp, 

the camp gradually became a place of opportunities, which were not available to other 

communities along the border, especially those farther inside in Karen state or other 

states in Burma. Nowadays, for young people, the camp provides the best value for 

money regarding education, and it links with education opportunities in neighboring 

countries such as India, Bangladesh, Thailand, Hong Kong or Singapore. This means 

that some new arrivals have reasons other than fleeing conflict for coming to the 

camp. Consider the following five short stories about Frog, Mo, Thara Mos, Rosie, and 

La Raw, who decided to leave their villages in Burma or other refugee camps to go to 

the Mae La camp, in order to seek opportunities and a better life. 

Frog

Frog is a hip-hop singer and a university student in Bangkok. His family came from a 

rural village nearby Pa Pun Township in Karen state to live in Mae La Oon camp. After 

finishing high school, Frog came to study at the college in Mae La camp because there 

are no higher education opportunities in Mae La Oon camp. He said that Mae La is 

where he discovered who he wanted to be; it is the place that made his dream come 

true. Frog likes hip-hop music and he dreamt to have his own band. At college, he 

met a few friends who liked the same music style and they formed a band together. 

His band, Tempered Boyz, is well-known among Karen adolescents, both to those 

who stay in the refugee camp and those outside. His band has released 10 songs so 

far, which were uploaded to Youtube and Facebook. As of October 2018, most videos 

had from 3,000 to 20,000 views and likes from both platforms. The one in the picture 

(figure 5.2) was a big hit and got 1.2 million views. He has more than 1,500 followers on 

his Facebook and Instagram pages. Young people like his music due to its professional 

production and unique lyrics. While the majority of Karen music is pop-style with lyrics 

about love and broken hearts, Frog’s band expresses a mix of American hip-hop and 

a sense of the oriental, using the traditional Karen instrument. The lyrics, moreover, 

are about being a Karen and a refugee; they discuss ethnic conflict as well as love in 

a long-distance relationship. His close friend, who resettled in Canada, works as their 

sound engineer and music video producer. The music video often shows locations 

from the Mae La camp, Karen state, and Canada. 
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After graduation, Frog applied for a scholarship to further his study in Bangkok. In 

Bangkok, he works a part-time job in a Japanese restaurant to earn extra money 

which he spends on his own interests, also paying careful attention to his looks, such 

as clothes, shoes, caps, sunglasses, a necklace, a watch, a mobile phone case, and 

other such things . He shared with me that when he arrived in the Mae La camp he 

spoke only Karen, and only started studying English seriously at the college in Mae 

La. Since he is staying in Bangkok, he has also started studying Thai and Japanese. 

 

Figure 5.2 A picture of Frog (left) and his band

 

Figure 5.3 Picture of Frog  Source: Frog

Frog’s case is not unique. Many students came to the camp for a good education 

with a hope to get a job or further their educational opportunities at a Thai university 

or abroad after graduation. In the camp, education is designed as a tool to develop 
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human capital. The Karen Refugee Committee on Education Entity (KRCEE) is the 

main actor and education designer. The camp educational opportunities are varied; 

they include both formal and informal education, special training for medics and 

humanitarian work, vocational training, and other evening classes for adults. There 

are many options for vocational training, such as barber, hairdresser , cooking, baking, 

motorcycle or mobile phone repair, computer skills, basic accounting, and human 

resource management. These help students to build their technical skills for particular 

work. For formal education, KRCEE designed and standardized the curriculum similar 

to education in India and UK rather than Thai or Burmese. Students will receive the 

certificate when they finish. They use many English textbooks as a prototype and 

translate the contents to Karen language. The Christian college, which is a religious 

school, was required to teach general subjects aside from religious subjects, for 

example, philosophy, sociology of religion, and English literature. Formal education 

clearly aims to train and prepare students to participate in an industrialized market or 

services economy rather than for working on a farm or in agriculture. 

Young people study hard to get good grades with which they can apply for scholarships 

to study in Thailand or abroad. Apart from further higher study, some of them want 

to work in international organizations or other organizations in Thailand. They do 

not want to return to work in Burma, except for a few of them who participate in 

humanitarian work in Karen state, because many humanitarian agencies have now 

moved out of the camp to launch their projects in Karen state. Young people shared 

their concerns that there will not be enough jobs available in Burma compared to 

Thailand. Their concerns and anxiety around that became more imminent due to the 

camp potentially closing in the near future. Some of them said they would rather work 

as unskilled migrant workers in Thailand than go back to work in agriculture in Burma. 

Mo 

Mo works as a project coordinator for a humanitarian organization responsible for the 

health of refugees. Her husband works as a secretary in section B. Both of them left 

Karen state with a hope for a better life. Their son had polio, which left his weak leg 

and shriveled due to the inaccessibility of vaccination and public health service, and 

poor conditions of living in the village they used to live. When Mo took a bus to a clinic 

far from her village to bring her son for treatment, one of the passengers in the bus 

told her about the Handicap International organization that is helping disabled people 

in refugee camps in Thailand. She discussed with her husband, both of them sold their 

land and came to the Mae La camp. Life in the camp was not easy at first, they did not 

know anyone in the camp. Later when they went to a church, they were able to make 
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friends. In the camp, their son was entitled to the disability scheme from Handicap 

International. A year after their arrival, he got a new prosthesis. He went to school and 

now he studies at high school level. 

Thara Mos

There are also a number of people who are not refugees, but who are voluntarily 

willing to stay in the camp because of their desire to contribute to help the other 

refugees who live there: to develop the camp, and do social work, while at the same 

time gaining a valuable opportunity to work. This group of people are mostly college 

lecturers. Thara Mos, one among other examples, is a Dean at the Christian college. He 

is Thai Karen and graduated with a Ph.D. from a university in the Philippines. Initially he 

just followed a foreign priest to participate in religious activities at the camp, but then 

continued to do so every year. The foreign priest later got funding from a Christian 

network and used it to set up the college to teach the Bible to students. Mos was then 

asked to teach at this college, of which he would later become the Dean. Mos told 

me that there are two reasons why he decided to stay and work in the camp: first, he 

said, to live a good Christian life one needs to sacrifice oneself and do good things; 

second, he aims to develop the college into a center of religious study to invest in 

human capital, since he believes whether his students stay in the camp or return to 

Burma eventually, they will continue to do something good for a place, wherever it is 

that they stay. 

Rosie

Rosie is a trader and the owner of a traditional Karen clothes shop. Her shop is big 

and full of traditional and modern Karen shirts and dresses. She travels to Bangkok to 

sell clothes to different Karen migrant communities every two weeks. In the camp, 

she worked with other Karen women to produce the clothes from her design. Her 

business goes very well: she sells clothes among refugee camps, in Bangkok, and 

exports to Karen diasporic communities in the U.S. and Australia. Rosie first came with 

her parents and stayed at a village along the border, outside of the camp. When she 

finished primary school, she got a job working in a grocery shop that was owned by 

a Muslim man for three years. Then a friend of hers, which she met in the camp, told 

her to go to work with her in Bangkok. She worked in Bangkok for twelve years, saved 

some money, and then decided to return to the camp (her home). After returning, 

she stayed at her parents’ house, but she was bored and thinking of running her own 

business. She heard about a few empty shops available in the camp and she thought 

it would be a good opportunity for her to have a business as she wanted, so she did. 

Rosie has two children and the money from her business goes to support her children. 
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Her husband left her to resettle in the US, met a new girlfriend and set up his new 

family there. Her children study at the primary school in the camp and her mother 

takes care of them while she goes to work in Bangkok. 

Figure 5.4 Rosie showing her designed Karen shirt in a modern style

 

La Raw

After finishing high school in Karen state in 2012, La Raw decided to follow his girlfriend 

to study at the Bible college in the camp after they met in Karen state at a student 

activity. His girlfriend was from Mae La camp. Her family had stayed in the camp for 

around 20 years, but went to resettle in Canada in 2015. La Raw wanted to follow 

his girlfriend, but could not since he does not have a formal refugee status given by 

UNHCR. He continued his study and got a scholarship from his college to study in the 

Philippines for one year. They maintain a long-distance relationship through Facebook 

and Skype calling. His girlfriend tried many ways to bring him there, but it did not 

work out. The only way is through family reunion. So his girlfriend and her parents 

came from Canada to the Mae La camp to arrange for their marriage and the legal 

process. The wedding ceremony took place in the church in Mae La camp, while the 
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marriage registration was at the Karen Refugee Committee office in Mae Sot. Through 

this process, he is able to apply for family reunion. 

The ethnographic stories above show some of the different reasons that people come 

to the camp apart from the original reason of fleeing from conflict. Mo sold her land 

in order to move to the camp, meaning that she considered life in Burma miserable. 

Although she may not be affected by war and conflict, the camp provides services 

to her that are unavailable in Burma. Rosie saw the camp as a good place for setting 

up her business. Thara Mos wanted to educate the young generation and develop 

the camp community. Frog and other students need access to good education in 

order to further their future. All of them came to the camp to seek opportunities. They 

have dreams of a ‘good life’, expressing a desire to do something to make their lives 

better. For Mae La, this clearly debunks the myth of the camp as undesirable place—a 

dumping site—from the perception of those who voluntary live in the camp. Moreover, 

it is a place where they can acquire knowledge, capital, connections, or resources to 

pursue their goals. 

Furthermore, the mobility of refugees indicates that the camp is not isolated, but rather 

well connected to its communities outside the camp, in Mae Spot borderland and in 

Burma. Through the mobility of refugees and transnational network and connection, 

the camp has slowly transformed to be a node of connection in this borderland.  

 

CONCLUSION
 

This chapter challenges the dominant narrative about the refugee camp as an 

undesirable place/‘dumping site’ (Bauman, 2004) and a place of limited mobility 

(Loescher & Milner, 2006). The Mae La refugee camp, on the contrary, is a place where 

refugees come to seek opportunities and to pursue a better quality of life than by living 

and staying in their villages in Burma. While the Mae La camp is officially segregated 

from the local Thai communities nearby, it is not at all isolated. In fact, as I have shown 

in this chapter, mobility plays a crucial role in the everyday life of refugees: for some 

to study and gain knowledge, for others to work in order to generate income for their 

families, and for many to maintain and strengthen their family or religious networks 

and connections. Borrowing from Urry (2007), this chapter has shown that mobility is 

an everyday activity and integral to refugees’ lives.
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Moreover, the tactics of mobility employed by refugees clearly show that refugees 

are agents of their own life. In mainstream refugee studies, the assumed limitations 

of refugee mobility projects a picture of the refugee as a victim and dependent, 

waiting for help. It also becomes a parameter for differentiation between who is a 

good or a bad refugee, with humanitarian organizations portraying the good and 

genuine refugee as the one obeying the rules and being stuck and miserable, instead 

of understanding that refugee mobility is common and that refugees need that to 

continue their everyday life. 

For the Mae La camp, specifically, refugee agency is on display in the varied tactics that 

they explore to maneuver and navigate camp and borderland boundaries. I argue that 

these patterns of constant mobility, with regular flows of camp inhabitants and other 

visitors to and from the borderland, has significantly influenced the characteristic of the 

camp, and form an important reason why the camp has been there for more than thirty 

years. While ongoing conflicts across the border evidently still play a role in the camp’s 

continued destination for refugees, I believe it is the camp as a node of connection, a 

place of opportunities, a center for refugee activity, and an intersection of flows in the 

borderland, which keeps attracting a multitude of traders, political activists, religious 

people, students, all of which has contributed even more to its long-lasting presence. 

In the next chapter I link these findings to debates about the urbanization of camps.
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CHAPTER SIX

Urbanizing camp,
urbanizing borderland

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, I want to consider the Mae La camp and its development over the past 

decades in view of ongoing urbanization processes, first in the camp itself, and second, 

in the broader Thailand-Burma borderland in which it is situated. I return to one of my 

research sub-questions: Why is the refugee camp situated at the border and how does 

the political economy of the Mae Sot borderland contribute to an urbanization of the 

camp? This chapter examines the relationship and connection between these two 

spaces in greater detail. 

The previous chapter showed refugee mobility in and out of the camp: camp 

inhabitants go out to visit their homes in Karen state, to trade, to work or to study, and 

new arrivals of refugees and migrants come into the camp to seek opportunities. Non-

refugees also come in and out of the camp, including local traders from the borderland 

area, and a steady flow of humanitarian workers who regularly visit the camp. In this 

chapter, I delve deeper into the consequences to the camp of these flows of people 

in and out. I will argue that the camp has gradually started to become more urban, 

dynamic and vibrant, and that in particular for young refugees the camp has become 

a place of personal transformation through which they gain a more cosmopolitan 

worldview. I thereby argue that differences (in the literature) between ‘urban refugees’ 

and refugees in designated refugee camps are disappearing. The Mae La camp shares 

more and more similarities to a city, to which migrants or people from the countryside 

have often gone to seek better opportunities, and I place my findings in the context of 

these city-camp debates in the literature.

The main linkage between the camp and the borderland is clearly the mobility and 
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movement of refugees and camp dwellers. This makes the long-term existence 

of the Mae La camp a unique characteristic of the borderland, which I believe is 

unlike other borders in different parts of Thailand. On the one side, there have been 

protracted conflicts among ethnic insurgents and the Burmese military; on the other 

side, the border economy is booming from cross-border trade. It is coexisting, and 

interdependent. The border itself is porous and permeable (van Schendel and de 

Maaker, 2014). Flows and movement of undocumented migrant workers and illicit 

flows of commodities pass through this border every day, and the refugee camp is a 

hub of connection, an enclave in this urbanizing borderland.

Additionally, over the past decade, the largely underappreciated (by central states) 

borderlands in mainland Southeast Asia have experienced an influx of Chinese 

investments and accompanying rapid economic development as part of the Chinese 

Belt and Road Initiative, which aims to reinvigorate old trading routes (the ‘new Silk 

Road’) and remake Asian infrastructure. This can be witnessed, for example, in Boten 

in Laos, in Muse in Burma, in Sihanoukville in Cambodia (not a land border, but a deep 

sea port), and developments have now started to reach the Mywaddy/Mae Sot area, 

too, not far from the Mae La camp, on the Burmese side of the border. 

These new developments of an urbanizing borderland, with new actors and new flows 

of mobility, have the potential to challenge the balance of power in this borderland, 

which has been fractured among the insurgent groups, the Burmese government, 

local Thai authorities, as well as refugees. 

All the chapters so far have shown how the camp and its inhabitants have been dealing 

with the situation of camp life, exercising their agency in various ways to be able to 

live their lives in a decent way. But the most recent announcement of the closing of 

the camp and the actual withdrawal of humanitarian agencies really does make the 

refugees feel that this time it might be true. This is not because refugees have to rely on 

external support from humanitarian organizations alone, but rather because refugees 

know that when there are no humanitarian workers, there is no reason for the Thai 

government to keep the refugees. Some refugees may be willing to return to Burma if 

there is more economic opportunity on that side. Yet, many of them also indicate that 

they will cross the border back to the Thai side and find another place to stay in Thailand. 

These refugees have coped with an uncertain future for the past decades, using a variety 

of tactics to navigate the powers at play in the borderland. When a new actor appears in 

the form of Chinese investors, they might also very well adapt again. It still remains to be 

seen whether or how the balance of the borderland will actually be upended. 
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URBANIZATION OF THE CAMP: THE CITY-CAMP

In the previous chapter the cases of Frog and others, who came to the camp to seek 

opportunities, showed that Mae La exhibits quite similar characteristics to migrant 

destinations in migration studies, where many migrants seek new opportunities in 

cities or in high-income countries—opportunities related to work, education, love, 

or to generally create opportunities for a better life and gaining cultural capital 

(Pongthippat et al., 2018; Sooudi, 2014). I would argue, though, that such a destination 

being a refugee camp is remarkable and rather understudied. The idea that refugees 

voluntarily come to the camp to seek opportunities and improve their lives is not 

seen much in the dominant narrative of forced migration. Similarly rare is the idea 

that camp transformation takes place as a result of such voluntary migration. These 

findings suggest that it may be worthwhile to look at the camp through a lens of the 

city and urbanization.

Urbanization—as marked by the coming together of a large number of people, mobility, 

population growth, and an increased social diversity—leads to changes in spaces where 

people live. The German sociologist Tönnies thereby distinguished social relationships 

into two categories: Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, which can be loosely translated 

as community and society. In the former, people generally know each other personally 

and social relationships are based on face-to-face interactions, such as in a village. 

In the latter, social relationships are more indirect, impersonal or formal, and based 

on agreements, rules, or contracts, more like in a city (Tonnies, 2001). Simmel (1999), 

similarly, emphasizes the stranger in the city. Similar urbanization processes in the 

camp, I would argue, are transforming it from a big village into a small city. 

Refugee studies literature tends to separate the study of refugees in a camp and refugees 

in urban areas. A previous study showed a clear identity difference between camp 

refugees and town refugees (Malkki, 1995). Scholars working on refugee camps and 

spatial formation have, in more recent years, made comparisons of camp development 

to a city (Herz, 2014; Jansen, 2011; Diken, 2004; Agier, 2002; De Montclose and 

Kagwanja, 2000). In particular Agier’s analysis on a long-term refugee camp in Dadaab 

in Kenya invites us to rethink the change and transformation of refugee camps that 

exist beyond an emergency range of time, arguing that the camp becomes more or 

less a city or similar to an urban marginal space like a ghetto (Agier, 2002). 

These city-analogies, however, have mostly been limited to similarities between the 

camp and a city in terms of size, longevity, and facilities offered, prompting others to 
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argue that the analogy is too simplistic, that it assumes a development process that is 

too linear, and also that it overlooks the politics of space (Sanyal, 2014; Malkki, 2002). 

New studies reveal that a boundary distinction between the two is not so clear-cut 

(Lee, 2012; Sanyal, 2010). Sanyal proposes refugee space should be viewed as an urban 

marginal space. Agier, in later work, also states that refugee camps, which continue to 

exist for a number of years, experience urbanization in terms of social organization, 

economic practices, and material development in which the distinction between the 

town dweller and refugee hangs in thread (Agier, 2011). Mae La and the borderland area 

around Mae Sot experience urbanization processes through transnational and national 

investment in the border city of Mae Sot and on the other side of the border in Burma: 

significant infrastructure improvements, designation of a special economic zone, and 

on the other side of the border there are large investments by Chinese entrepreneurs. 

These urbanization processes increasingly blur the boundaries between camp and 

city, with the refugee camp becoming less of a camp, and more an enclave in the 

urbanizing borderland. As a consequence, this chapter will argue that the differences 

in identity between ‘urban refugees’ and ‘camp refugees’ (Malkki,1996;1995) are 

gradually disappearing.

The city camp in Mae La

I believe that the city-lens has proved rather useful in dispelling many persisting 

preconceptions about refugee camps, which this dissertation also attempts to redress. 

Looking at the Mae La camp through a city lens, I would identify urban aspects in 

four areas: economy and production, complexity of social life, progressive time, and a 

place of opportunities.

First, the economic practice among camp inhabitants shows similar practices 

compared to urban dwellers. The majority of camp inhabitants do not rely on a self-

sufficient economy, but they are part of a global market. Traders come to and go out 

of the camp to buy and sell commodities and the production of commodities from the 

camp also aims to reach a wider market than only selling among camp inhabitants. It 

also clearly shows in the education system in the camp that prepares students for a 

labor market in the service economy and not in agriculture, which would have been 

their occupation in the villages.

Second, there is a social complexity of life in the camp, because of the transformations 

taking place by the influx of so many different people. Coming back to the case of 

Frog from the previous chapter, he shared with me that he thinks that the camp is like 

a global space, because there is such a diversity of people in the camp. In his village, 
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there are only Karen people, but in the camp, there are international aid workers, foreign 

volunteer teachers/priests, Thai security, Muslims and people of many other ethnicities. 

These people have different religious beliefs and speak different languages, all of 

which he encounters and interacts with in daily life. At the same time camp inhabitants 

are connected to the wider world, in terms of news and sports, sharing common 

interests such as watching the Premier League together at the same time as matches 

are played in the UK. Moreover, many camp inhabitants have relatives/friends who 

have resettled in third countries, thereby maintaining active transnational links, even 

on a daily basis through modern communications (the internet and Facebook). Such 

diversity and heterogeneity has produced an extraordinary complex town (Agier, 2011). 

 

Third, time is often referred to by camp inhabitants when they think of urban life. They 

prefer to stay in a place where time progresses and moves forward. The time and 

the way of life in the camp are going forward, while they see that time in Karen state 

especially in their villages is slow and rather stagnant.

What we have also seen from many of the cases described in chapter 5, however, is 

that there is a fourth important urban aspect to Mae La, which has not been considered 

much in the city-camp literature discussion. This is the camp as an intersection of 

flows or movements and place of opportunities, where people also voluntarily migrate 

to the camp in search of a better life. The Mae La camp, in this sense, bears similar 

characteristics to the draw of the city in rural-urban migration, where people have 

always migrated from the countryside to the city to study, work, or search for a better 

life.

And just like as a city, these flows contribute to urbanization, construct and 

reconstruct the camp, and thereby transform the camp. I would therefore suggest 

that it is these flows, more than longevity, size, or the variety of facilities offered, 

which have contributed significantly to the transformation of the camp to an 

urban setting, or ‘a city’. Moreover, I believe taking this aspect into account in the 

camp/city debates in the literature addresses some of the analogy’s critiques. 

COSMO-URBAN IDENTITY, CAMP AS A PLACE OF 
TRANSFORMATION

Going back to the cases from the previous chapter, we can see that new camp 

inhabitants, as they arrive in the camp and spend time there, also undergo a process 
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of transformation from rural to urban and become more cosmopolitan. Frog’s case 

clearly shows that his perception of rural-urban spaces is derived from a comparison 

between modern and traditional ways of life and the difference in the availability of 

resources between his camp and Mae La. Meanwhile, when he indicated that the Mae 

La camp is a global or cosmopolitan space he referred to the diversity of ethnicities, 

languages, and cultures, which contribute to heterogeneity and cross-cultural 

interactions occurring in one space. This camp characteristic, as described by Frog, is 

what Gilroy names ‘conviviality’, where inter-ethnic interaction is an important aspect 

of the urban experience. As Gilroy described:

Conviviality is a social pattern in which different metropolitan groups 

dwell in close proximity but where their racial, linguistic and religious 

particularities do not—as the logic of ethnic absolutism suggests they 

must—add up to discontinuities of experience or insuperable problems 

of communication 

(Gilroy, 2006:40)

Mae La, therefore, seems to be such a convivial space in which people of various 

ethnic and religious backgrounds dwell together, and where there is a regular inflow 

and outflow of people, thereby connecting it to the outside world. This shapes the 

understanding and experience of camp inhabitants as they stay in the camp. The 

English language is a good linkage to the international world. For educated camp 

inhabitants, English—rather than Thai— is usually their second language after their 

home language of Karen or Burmese. 

Frog was transformed from a rural Karen boy who could not even speak a word in 

English, to a fashionable, cosmopolitan English- and Thai-speaking young man (who 

was even a local hip-hop star) through his experience in this convivial, metropolitan 

space. Through his hard work both in school and on his own, he was able to bring 

his English up to the same level as his friends at college. He shared with me that to 

make himself feel comfortable in commanding English, he listened to English songs 

and watched English movies. By listening to large numbers of songs every day, Frog 

also came to know hip-hop music and found that the music resonated with him, since 

the lyrics do not talk only about love as most pop music does. Hip-hop represents 

a sub-culture in which artists express their views on racial and political issues, or 

criticize the global inequality and a suppression of the lower class. Frog recognized 

himself and generalized his experience of being Karen, oppressed and having to flee 

their homeland to the camp, and related to the lyrics narrating the experiences of the 
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African-American people. 

Apart from lyrics, his music videos are well-produced and always present the life of 

Karen people and natural scenery in the camp and Canada. The way they produced 

one music video, shot in two places required a lot of preparation: the one who stayed 

in Thailand chose the location and made a recording, and sent the file to his friend 

in Canada. Most of the time it was his friend in Canada who edited the video, while 

Frog and the rest of the group members finalized the sound and vocals at the studio 

in the camp. Such transnational network and connection is actually common practice 

among camp inhabitants, since many of them have at least one family member or 

friend who resettled abroad. Transnational activities vary from personal talk to sending 

remittances back home, exporting traditional Karen food and clothes to doing 

charity and making merit from abroad as well as spreading the Christian faith. These 

transnational practices of camp inhabitants change and transform camp space into an 

urbanized, cosmopolitan space from below. 

Based on my observation, refugees tend to study and speak English more than Thai. 

The schools and college even teach students by using English textbooks where 

teachers and students have a good command of English. Many schools provide a 

long-distance learning paired with schools in Australia or Canada. Teachers went 

to study in Nagaland or Calcutta in India or Philippines and returned to work in the 

camp. The language spoken in the camp reflects how refugees perceive and position 

themselves in the wider world. Refugees know that the Thai people do not pay much 

attention to them, but they do receive more attention from international community. 

This might lead them to feel connected to the wider world more than the region. 

Moreover, students and refugees are concerned about universal norms and issues, 

such as climate change, human rights, equality and discrimination. These issues are 

transferred to them via humanitarian workers and foreign volunteer teachers. Young 

people who participated in the anti-Hatgyi dam protest told me that they were upset 

that local people from both sides of the border did not care much about the negative 

impact the dam would have on their livelihood and villages. This also reflects that the 

camp has become an urbanized space where refugees possess a more cosmopolitan 

world view, then it is common in the region. 

The cosmopolitan world view of the refugee students shares similarities with studies 

on international migrant students where they migrate to study in Western countries in 

order to gain different knowledge and acquaint themselves with overseas culture (for 

example, Lan, 2019). In the camp it is the other way around: This group of students is 
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able to gain the international knowledge even while they stay in the camp due to the 

movement and long-term presence of foreign volunteer teachers and international 

humanitarian agencies. 

The interaction between space and identity goes both ways as described in the 

larger context of migration processes. When migrants move, they also move not only 

through space, but also through former cultural barriers, allow them to negotiate their 

cultural position with new cultures (Bhabha, 1994). Open to new ways of thinking, 

they have the advantage of being able to reinvent themselves (Hall, 1992: 311). In the 

process, Frog has clearly transformed from a rural Karen guy, with limited exposure to 

anything outside of his village, to an urban, cosmopolitan young adult where his hip-

hop identity links him to global sub-cultural groups. His case challenges the common 

difference of identity between a camp refugee and an urban refugee (Malkki, 1996). It 

invites us to see how identity is formed and transformed during the time that refugees/

migrants stay in a camp, especially regarding the young people and the second 

generation who grew up in the camp, exposed to different cultures. This also counters 

mainstream refugee studies, which often see a camp as a transitional space, assuming 

that it is only a short time and that there is no change in identity, or events in life.  

 

BORDER ECONOMY AND DEVELOPMENT 

Nowadays, the Thailand-Burma borderland experiences more and more urbanization. 

Border cities (Mae Sot and Myawaddy) are fully opened up for trans-border and 

regional investments with mega projects. Despite the cities being relatively small—

less developed in terms of transport and infrastructure and still likely to have cross-

border conflicts—there have been long-standing informal routes and border crossings 

for trades, goods, and movement of people. Figure 6.1 shows the Tha Kao informal 

border crossing12. The local people in this border community use this informal border 

crossing as a part of everyday activities: education, day-by-day labor, shopping and 

petty trading. It has been a long-standing, traditional practice whether the Thai state 

is unhappy with it or not. It is an agreement among the insurgent groups, and the 

local Thai entrepreneurs and authorities which are taking care of these cross-border 

activities. 

12  The picture was taken on the Thai side. The small river is the borderline between Thailand and Burma. The 
dusty red road shown in picture is an expansion part that was just built last year. Two years ago, there was no 
casino on that side. Local people use to cross the border back and forth as a part of their daily activities. 
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Figure 6.1 ‘Tha Kao’ Informal border crossing

The flows of international humanitarian workers have almost disappeared since many 

of them withdrew from the camp after 2014. However, those have been replaced by 

new flows of new actors, namely the Chinese entrepreneurs and tourists. They come 

for a trade investment, to find cheap labor for manufacturing, or for casinos. In Shwe 

Kokko along the border in Burma side, the Chinese investors built a new manufacturing 

city, gated communities with a shopping mall, luxury hotels and restaurants, as well as 

a plan on building a new airport in the area13. 

The border cities have become more urbanized because of transnational and regional 

connectivity. The space that was previously seen as periphery, an in-between space 

between states, becomes of more and more economic value, and a core of economic 

investment. This leads to new patterns of mobility: There are massive flows of money, 

Chinese people, tourists, and traders, similar for example, to what happened in 

Sihanoukville in Cambodia14. This raises questions regarding how such new mobility 

13  Bangkok Post ‘Kokko Chinatown project sparks concerns in Tak’ online article. https://www.bangkokpost.
com/life/social-and-lifestyle/1700208/kokko-chinatown-project-sparks-concerns-in-tak last accessed 16 
August 2019.
14  Hannah Ellis-Petersen ‘No Cambodian left: How Chinese money is changing Sihanoukville’, The Guardian 
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2018/jul/31/no-cambodia-left-chinese-money-changing-sihanoukville , 
last accessed 17 August, 2019.
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patterns will change this borderland space (with new citizens) and what implications 

this will have for Mae La as a camp? 

In terms of economic development, refugees and their mobility are a key part of the 

economic system helping stimulate the border economy (Brees, 2008). The large 

numbers of people in the refugee camp have motivated Thai traders to set-up and run 

businesses inside it. A fruit seller who has a big stall in an open market told me that he 

has been working in this business for more than twelve years. Every Tuesday and Friday 

night he drives from Mae Sot to buy fruits from a wholesale fruit market in Bangkok 

and returns in the early morning to resell it in the Mae La camp. Big grocery stores 

and stalls in the open market are owned by Thais or Muslim people (mainly from Mae 

Sot) while petty traders and small grocery stores are run by refugees. Many of refugee 

traders are female. Each day these traders take a Song Taew to Mae Sot and return with 

a big bag full of snacks, bottles of fruit juice to refill their stores (see figure 6.2).

Figure 6.2 A female trader with her child in Songteaw with goods
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In a broader and bigger scale, the refugee camp benefits local entrepreneurs and the 

border economy. There are approximately 75,000 refugees living in three camps in Tak 

province (Mae La, Um Piem, Nupo). Each year the humanitarian organizations have to 

provide food and rations to this population. The rations are basic and comprise 7-15 

kilograms of rice, fish sauce, mung beans, and charcoal for cooking. This will typically 

last three months. To provide these rations to a 75,000-strong population needs large 

amounts of supplies. The humanitarian organizations buy these rations from a local 

entrepreneurs in Mae Sot. 

Moreover, the regular flow of refugees helps boost the economy at a small scale in 

this borderland. The Song Taew driver who has been plying the route between the 

Mae La camp and Mae Sot town for twenty years complained to me that his business 

got affected by the policy from the Thai government to restrict refugee’s mobility 

during the year 2014. As a result, the numbers of refugee passengers were significantly 

reduced. This affected his daily income and his business. Moreover, it caused a scarcity 

of refugee labor. Farmers who relied on refugee labor were badly affected by the policy 

since their products were not harvested on time. 

Figure 6.3 A Mobile tower at the edge of the camp
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The refugee camps help to improve other infrastructure along the border too. The 

significant population of the refugee camps, moreover, motivates mobile phone 

companies to compete for new users. When I was in the camp in 2012, there was 

only one mobile signal tower from one mobile company. By 2015, there were three 

new towers set up close to the Mae La camp. One of the three companies even asked 

permission from the camp commander to go inside the camp to distribute a free pre-

paid sim card to camp dwellers. 

Humanitarian organizations are allowed to set up their offices at the camps, but 

their staff are not permitted to stay inside the camp. Therefore, the humanitarian 

organizations have their main offices in Mae Sot and their operations teams have to 

travel back and forth between Mae Sot and the camps. The road between Mae Sot 

and the Mae La camp is an asphalt road, although it was built as a part of rural road 

development to Mae Hong Son before the camp was established. The road has been 

kept in a good condition compared to other rural roads around the border area. This 

condition is similar to other roads that pass through other refugee camps. 

Furthermore, the Mae Sot airport is another good example of infrastructure 

improvement. Before, Mae Sot was a small town and it did not get much attention 

among the Thai people. The airport itself was built and served a military purpose 

during World War II but was then abandoned and remained closed for a long time. 

Apart from local people and some businessmen, the town attracted only humanitarian 

workers to go there. Interestingly, with the amount of humanitarian workers growing, 

Mae Sot airport was revived with regular flights between Bangkok and Mae Sot and 

Mae Sot and Chiangmai . 

The route to Chiangmai was terminated in 2013 due to a lack of passengers. Nowadays, 

the Bangkok-Mae Sot flight is full with Chinese tourists and a few Burmese businessmen, 

but not many humanitarian workers anymore. The airport is undergoing a major 

expansion to meet the demands of the increasing passenger traffic, and also to open 

international flight routes. Given all of this, it seems clear that the infrastructure in the 

border area was improved and the economy developed due to the refugee camps and 

through the mobility of actors involved in the camp connecting the camp with the border 

area. They not only coexist but also contribute to the mutual development of both areas. 
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URBANIZING BORDERLAND

Research on borderlands and refugee studies have different points of focus, since they 

derive from different disciplines, and as a consequence tend to conceptualize the two 

objects of study as separate rather than connected. Scholars working on the Thailand-

Burma border often take the camp as a background context, adding to the complexity 

of this border, but do not ask what role the refugee camp plays in the border region. 

Meanwhile, refugee studies focus on humanitarian work, exile, human rights, health 

and education, but barely examine the (political/historical/socio-cultural) relationship 

between the camp and the borderland. 

Urban studies scholars suggest that globalization led to a re-urbanization of the global 

city (Sassen, 2008) and urbanization itself has become more regionalized (Soja, 2014). 

Border cities and regions that were remote frontiers and overlooked have become 

spaces where urbanization is picking up rapidly (Chen & Stone, 2017). The Mae Sot 

border town is going through this process. The town actually has been targeted for 

economic development as a special economic development zone for more than 

a decade, which was initiated by local entrepreneurs businessmen and authorities. 

Before, the Mae Sot border city was booming from a black market and illicit flows 

(Pongsawat, 2007). This special economic zone idea was put in the National Economic 

and Social Development Plan after the economic crisis in 1997, but it was only recently 

that the current Thai government has pushed it to happen. 

Prior to that there was regional cooperation for economic development among ASEAN 

countries. Due to the financial crisis in 1997, ASEAN countries sought a more stable 

economy. One of the projects that was initiated right after the crisis was establishment 

of economic corridors, announced in the Eight Greater Mekong Sub-region Ministerial 

Meeting (Thant, 2012). The six Greater Mekong Sub-regional countries endorsed the 

East-West corridor concept and aimed to build a 1,450 km route which would connect 

the Indian Ocean with the South China Sea through a road corridor linking Mawlamyine, 

Mae Sot, Phitsanulok, Khon Kaen, Savanakhet, Mukdahan, Lao Bao, Hue and Danang 

(ADB, 2001 in Thant, 2012). Shown in the figure below are the nine highways linking 

mainland Southeast Asia with India and China. The economic corridor will integrate 

infrastructure development with trade, investment and other economic opportunity 

in the region15. 

15  HKTDC Research The Asian link in China Belt and Road Initiative, retrieved from http://economists-pick-
research.hktdc.com/business-news/article/Research-Articles/The-ASEAN-Link-in-China-s-Belt-and-Road-
Initiative/rp/en/1/1X000000/1X0A3UUO.htm last accessed 17 August 2019
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Figure 6.4 A map of major road connection, Source: HKTDC research

Currently Mae Sot has promoted cross-border economic development as pairing 

border towns with Myawaddy. On the Myawaddy side in Burma, there is a true 

mushrooming of casinos and duty free shopping malls attracting Chinese and Thai 

tourists. According to Tak and Mae Sot Chamber of Commerce, Mae Sot was touted 

not only as a border town, but rather a gateway to the region. They planned to expand 

the connection with Muse-Ruili, the border between Myanmar and China, and the 

Trilateral highway road between Thailand-Myanmar-India with Mae Sot-Moreh border 

town (interview with Mae Sot Chamber of Commerce in 2014). 

The renewed take-up of Mae Sot as a regional gateway and a special economic zone 

to attract foreign investment, has caused a significant upgrade in infrastructure. The 

second Thailand-Myanmar Friendship bridge was built with a newly made road. The 

Asian Highway 1 road was rebuilt and expanded for transport. The road from Mae Sot 

to Mae Sarieng was improved and expanded. This road passes at the front of the Mae La 

camp. Recently, as mentioned earlier, the Mae Sot airport underwent construction in 

162

CHAPTER SIX



order to expand to international flights to support the route between Yangon and Mae 

Sot, and new routes between Mae Sot and China. This strengthened and intensified 

cross-border mobility, establishing larger hubs and wider channels that allow greater 

and denser flows of commodities, services, and people across an enlarged border.

As far as activity is concerned for Mae Sot as a special economic special zone, setting 

up new businesses and attracting foreign investment at the Thai side has not been very 

successful, due to problems of strong regulation, many commercial buildings were left 

empty without business sectors moving in. 

At the Burma side, the new mega investment from China entered into a former 

conflicted area called Shwe Kokko. This area used to be a garrison of the Karen National 

Liberation Army which was lost to the Burmese Guard Force. The mega investment is 

backed by Jilin Yatai Group, the Chinese State Company. The project wants to build 

a mega industrial city with gated communities, shopping mall, hospitals, schools and 

an airport. It aims to be a hub for trade that is standing at the linkage of Asian Highway 

1. The Shwe Kokko mega project seems like a threat to the Mae Sot special economic 

zone since the industrial sector will probably move from Mae Sot to the Kokko side 

(Bangkok Post, 2019). What will happen to the special economic zone in Mae Sot? 

This mega investment from China will transform the landscape of this borderland, as 

well as reshuffle of power relation among all (former) power holders. However the 

consequence of this towards the refugees and the people in the borderland are still 

unclear.

BORDER ZONES IN PERSPECTIVE

Ong (2000) examined assemblages of governmental practices in middle-range 

Asian states in relation to globalization. These states, according to Ong’s concept of 

‘graduated sovereignty’, accommodated global corporations and global regulations in 

designated special economic zones, where the state chooses to treat segments of the 

population differently based on market calculations, often in combination with certain 

domestic laws being relaxed in that zone. Her emphasis is on the role of the state, the 

formal actor and the sovereign, vis-à-vis its citizens, and the policy is top-down. But 

in this special economic zone of the borderland, the leading actors were originally 

the local authorities, for example, the Mae Sot local authority, the ethnic insurgent 

leaders and Chinese/Thai entrepreneurs. National, state-led development plans for a 

special economic zone were made after the 1997 economic crisis, but they were not 

very successful. It was not until Chinese investments started to flow into the area, with 
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mega-developments across the border in the Shwe Kokko area, that the central Thai 

state seriously started to pay attention to the area as an economic zone. 

Nyiri (2012) looks at the transformation of border zones into zones of economic 

development in the context of the China-Laos borderland, pointing out that even 

though both national sovereigns officially control the territory and the population, 

much of the practical sovereignty is actually vested into a private corporation. He 

refers to this as ‘post-national sovereignty’. In this setting the private corporation 

borrows certain administrative or symbolic power from either or both of the two states 

involved, in order to bolster the corporation’s own standing. 

Both Ong and Nyiri focus on how private corporations under the influence of 

globalization change state sovereignty, where the state is willing to give up some of 

its sovereignty over parts of its territory if it gets benefit from economic development, 

in particular at border areas where power demarcation is unclear. But does the 

development trickle down its benefit to the local people? Sihanoukville in Cambodia, 

where Chinese workers have taken over the entire town, shows quite an extreme case 

that the benefits hardly go to local people but only toward Chinese entrepreneurs and 

Chinese people. 

Unlike Nyiri’s (2012) case of Boten on the China-Laos border, it is also not the case that 

practical sovereignty in the Mae Sot-Myawaddy area is vested in private corporations. 

In Chapter 2, I explained how ‘guested sovereignty’ is vested in the camp committee 

for the refugee camps, but for the economic activity in the borderland the local 

authorities, and later the central Thai state, remain firmly in control. 

What Ong and Nyiri do not consider (because their border is not in a conflict zone), 

and what is lacking in Chen and Stone’s (2017) general analysis of the blurring of core 

and periphery in Southeast Asian states, is the point that this entire economic edifice 

is being built in a conflict area. While some of these regions, such as in Laos and 

Cambodia, are largely politically stable, the Mae Sot-Myawaddy region and borderland 

still suffer from political instability – there are regular insurgencies and fighting between 

ethnic groups – and it is uncertain whether and how this will affect or possibly hamper 

investment and economic development in the long-run. The fact that there are several 

refugee camps (such as Mae La) at the border is of course another important aspect, 

which has been absent in other border regions. 

The mutually coexisting relationship between the Thai government and the Karen/
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Burmese army is hereby noteworthy. When the Thai local authorities restricted the 

mobility of migrants along the border and interrupted the flows of commodity, or when 

they exploit the Karen/Burmese workers who came back from Bangkok to visit their home 

in Burma by taking too much money from them, the Karen army or Burmese military 

responded to the Thai action by closing the border (this happened a couple of times 

during my fieldwork during 2014-2015). The border closing affects the entire cross-

border economy, which means parties then start to negotiate to open the border again. 

CONCLUSION

The urbanization of the borderland can be traced through moments and encounters 

between the past, the present, and the future. In the past, the area was defined as a 

frontier between Thailand and Burma, when the national territory was demarcated. 

It turned into a buffer zone during the Cold War, with the border economy relying 

predominantly on the black market. Nowadays, the area is urbanizing rapidly; going 

into the future, the entire border region is being promoted by the Thai government 

to become a special economic zone with mega-economic developments and 

improvements of infrastructure preparing the border to be a gateway of this region. 

From the perspective of the (refugee) people, the border used to be a safe haven or 

a space of refuge. They have been able to re-build their homeland community; their 

identity is nourished and nurtured here. Many of them could rebuild their lives after 

fleeing from warzones in Burma, their children get access to good education, and 

seem to have a good future. The Mae La camp, as described in the previous chapter, 

has become a place of opportunities. It has transformed and urbanized through 

flows of connectivity, which camp inhabitants have within the borderland, as well as 

transnationally. The camp has been coexisting with the borderland, for decades. 

As the entire border is now all but set to be made into a special economic zone, 

the implications for the camp and the (refugee) people living here are unclear. What 

is clear, though, is that urbanizing developments will increasingly blur the boundary 

between camp refugees (at the border) and urban refugees (in the city), with the Mae 

La camp becoming less of a refugee camp and more an enclave in the urbanizing 

borderland. The question furthermore is whether economic development, foreign 

investment, and more national attention will diminish the long-term conflict in the 

area, if even insurgency groups may be willing to exchange some of their informal 

sovereignty to private corporations. It might even strengthen their position against the 
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central Myanmar government, or perhaps investments will continue in parallel while 

the conflict remains. The border has always been a space where conflict and economic 

development coexist. This coexistence along with multiple and changing sovereignties 

has existed for a long time, and now the new actors—Chinese entrepreneurs—may 

again change power relations and traditional practices in this borderland. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Conclusion

INTRODUCTION

This thesis has placed the Mae La camp, located in northwestern Thailand near to the 

Thailand-Burma border, at the intersection of several fields of study: refugee studies, 

border studies, and human geography. 

The main claim of this thesis is that the discourse of refugees as passive and waiting 

and the refugee camp as an isolated and undesirable place, needs to be reconsidered 

for long-term refugee camps such as Mae La. Clearly, politico-economic and 

environmental conditions remain very important factors as to why refugees are 

unable to return, and to be a refugee—to have had to flee conflict or disaster—is never 

desirable. However, I have argued that the knowledge production on refugees has 

suffered from this frequently one-dimensional discourse. There are many aspects of 

refugees’ lives in the camp and the camp itself, which are understudied and which this 

thesis has aimed to elucidate. 

The aim of this thesis has been to provide an alternative understanding, a re-imagining, 

of long-term refugee camps, requiring a new or updated epistemology that goes 

beyond the dominant state-led narrative and humanitarian conceptions of camps. 

While not diminishing the often precarious and difficult situation in the camp, nor the 

very real reasons of fleeing the place of origin, it urges the researcher to look beyond 

victimhood. This research has placed the refugee as a subject, rather than a category 

of analysis. It is important to see refugees as full persons with agency, capable of 

engaging with their socio-political setting and transforming their social world. Such 

refugee agency is apparent in multiple dimensions in the Mae La camp: in refugees’ 

efforts towards autonomy and self-governing, in place-making where they transform 

an originally transitional space into a place of permanence, and in various tactics of 

mobility to maintain links to networks in the wider borderland. The effects of refugee 
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agency have changed the long-term camp even to the extent that it has developed 

beyond its original function: it has become a destination of interest for migrants from 

neighboring Burma, an educational hub, even an imagined homeland, as it takes its 

place as an entity in its own right in the urbanizing Thailand-Burma borderland.

My main research question addressed the transformation of the camp and the reasons 

why it has been there for so long. To provide the answer for my main research question, 

the sub-questions formulated in the Introduction addressed the following issues: (i) 

long-term camp governance and organization; (ii) the perceptions of the camp by 

the refugees themselves and how this affects their tactics to rearrange and transform 

the camp in line with their views on their own social world; (iii) how camp inhabitants 

are linked to the wider borderland society (including cross-border networks) and how 

these contacts contribute to camp urbanization. 

This thesis is based on ethnographic research in the camp for a consecutive period of 

nine months in 2014-2015. I revisited the field for at least one week every year after 

finishing this main fieldwork period in order to understand and capture ongoing camp 

developments and reconnect with my respondents. This methodology allowed me to 

see and examine the relationships between refugees themselves and between refugees 

and other actors or entities: how refugees organize the camp; how they relate to multiple 

sovereigns and negotiate among them; how they perceive of and pursue their lives 

in this so called long-term encampment. Ethnography, as borrowed from Sorensen, 

thereby allows the researcher to ‘grasp the particular complexities and dynamics of 

local situations of forced migration that are concealed by aggregated statistical data 

and presentations based on generalized categories’ (Sorensen, 2003: 65).

 

FINDINGS AND REFLECTION

Refugee agency is demonstrated through much of the transformation of the camp. 

I categorize and reflect on my findings related to long-term camps in terms of 

sovereignty and autonomy, spatiality, and temporality. 

Sovereignty and Autonomy 

From my research findings on the camp governing system in Chapter 2, I argued 

that the Mae La camp and its organizing system are not characterized by the state 

of exception where laws and regulations are unclear or suspended (Agamben, 2005; 

1998). Black-and-white portrayals of the sovereign who is all-powerful and the 
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refugees as ‘bare life’ do not reflect reality on the ground. The camp is rather a space 

where multiple sovereigns play roles, while enabling the camp committee to organize 

and govern themselves. Analyses in refugee studies often overlook such dynamics at 

the micro-level, the level of the refugee camp committee, even though it plays an 

important role in organizing and managing the camps. 

I hereby agree with Bonilla (2017) who has argued that 

Across academic fields, we are increasingly coming to understand 

sovereignty as an uneven and fragmented performance, rather than a 

stable capacity (…) The notion of a sovereign state, and its attendant 

sovereign individual who speaks and acts autonomously, is thus giving 

way to the recognition of the non-sovereign nature of most social 

relationships – political, intimate, and affective – all of which require 

brokered and negotiated forms of interdependency and a relinquishing 

of autonomy.             

(Bonilla, 2017: 333)

The conceptualization of sovereignty for long-term refugee camps should be 

expanded accordingly. Contemporary debates on sovereignty are moving away 

from the all-powerful, unitary sovereign and increasingly revolve around competing 

sovereigns, such as the European Union versus its member states, or countries in the 

Global South ‘selling’ or ‘leasing’ sovereignty to China in return for investments. In 

much of Southeast Asia and other parts of the Global South, there is also a long history 

of local mafias, hybrid sovereigns, and dimensions of sovereignty, which ought to be 

taken into account. This study has shown that sovereignty is actually often much more 

multi-faceted, messy, and negotiated.

More specifically for Mae La, I have shown that the camp committee, comprising 

elected camp officials chosen from its inhabitants, still reflects the camp’s original 

self-governing system that was used before the formal camp was established. For the 

camp committee to remain autonomous, they have had to navigate and maneuver 

and maintain a good relationship among different parties: mostly, the Thai state, the 

humanitarian organizations, and the Karen National Union. This governing structure 

leaves some room for the camp committee to exercise their agency to negotiate 

and carve out their own space for practicing self-governing through its various 

subcommittees, organizing daily life in the camp.
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For the camp committee and camp inhabitants, the iron rule is ‘avoiding conflict’, 

which in the Thai context literally means ‘not to make any trouble’ with the Thai 

government or the Thai society in a broader sense. In order to maintain its autonomy, 

the camp committee needs to keep the camp in a peaceful condition. Meanwhile, 

the Thai government, as de jure sovereign, allows the camp committee to care 

for and manage their own camp population. I have argued that the Thai state has 

essentially reverted to long-standing practices in the Thailand-Burma borderland 

as ‘guested sovereignty’ where the refugee camp committee is allowed to govern 

themselves, as the Thai state has traditionally done with other groups of war captives 

or refugees in the past. This arrangement allows the Thai government to officially 

remain in a position of being neutral and ‘non-partisan’ in the political conflict of the 

Karen and Burmese government, while simultaneously deflecting the responsibility 

for the care and daily management of the camp to the designated camp committee.  

 

Spatiality 

The second dimension of refugees’ agency is visible in the camp space. In contrast to 

some refugee literature, which sees refugee camps as ‘non-places’ (Augé, 1995), spaces 

of transience where people do not actually ‘live’ (as opposed to anthropological places, 

which are full of meaning), this thesis has rather argued that the long-term refugee 

camp is very much an anthropological place, where refugee agency is expressed and 

can be analyzed through place-making and tactics of everyday life (De Certeau, 1984). 

In chapter 3, I have shown how this applies to camp infrastructure (connection to the 

electricity grid, mobile phone networks, and the development of water pipelines), as 

well as to the multitude of ways, via memories, material objects, and tactics through 

which refugees make the camp their personal home. This has resulted in a profound 

sense of permanence on the part of the refugees, as expressed in many ways by camp 

inhabitants, and reinforced by the regularity of humanitarian support and an implicit 

acceptance of the camp in its environment due to ambiguous regulations. 

It has led camp inhabitants to build durable houses, a variety of public spaces, and 

places of worship. Transitioning from temporariness to permanence, from ‘passive 

waiting’ to ‘everyday living’ is also reflected in everyday life activities, with giving 

meaning to a certain space. Unlike the image of some refugee camps as makeshift 

settlements set up by humanitarian organizations, this thesis has shown that the long-

term nature of the camp has transformed it into a productive space, where refugees 

have re-organized spaces to fit their social world, and a place where people live.

Spatial-cultural formation in the Mae La camp is significantly informed by ideas about 
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the Karen homeland (Chapter 4), which plays an important role in political and ethnic 

unity in the camp. Many Karen refugee elites participated in the insurgency and have 

a strong belief in their ethno-history. Bringing their ideas, culture, history, and strong 

notions of Karenness to the camp, the elite refugees have set up schools, colleges, 

a curriculum, and several Karen political and cultural organizations according to the 

political and ideological concepts as they used to practice in Karen state. These camp 

institutions spread and reproduce Karen ethnic history, ethno-nationalism, and the 

glory of the Independent Karen homeland. These practices are embedded in refugee’s 

ideology and transformed the camp physical space as well. 

The Karen have, in a way, been able to mold the camp to resemble the Karen idea 

of the (unattainable) Karen homeland, albeit dislocated from its original geographic 

location in Burma. Given the fact that facilities are generally better in the camp and 

the international attention to the Karen struggle that makes them feel the world has 

not abandoned them, many refugees expressed the absence of desire to return to the 

actual homeland in Karen state in Burma.

This thesis has, therefore, argued that the idea of the homeland in the camp has 

become dislodged from its geographical location. It is no longer territorialized, but 

rather functions as a point of reference. This is unlike Palestinian refugees in Lebanon 

or Israel, for example, for whom their homeland is territorialized to the extent that they 

built a key in front of the refugee camp gate as a symbolic reminder to one day return 

and claim their homeland space. For the Karen in Mae La, the homeland idea is firmly 

planted in the collective memories of the Karen people but it has become portable 

and reproducible, and can be applied to spatial and cultural production in the camp 

or elsewhere.

The insight that the idea of the homeland is portable, and its role in the camp’s spatial 

formation, I have argued, are key to starting to disentangle the tying of the homeland 

narrative to a desire for return, which is so often conflated in refugee studies. Although 

for many cases these two notions may well largely overlap, this should not be 

automatically assumed.

A final aspect of spatio-cultural formation and the transformation of camp space is 

refugee mobility. Previous refugee camp studies, and certainly those focusing on 

short-term camps, depict the refugee camp as an isolated space and undesirable 

place for the host state and refugee themselves. On the contrary, I have argued in this 

thesis that although it is officially segregated from the surrounding area, a long-term 
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camp such as Mae La has in practice become a node of connection and a place of 

opportunity. Refugees go out of the camp to Mae Sot border town or cross the border 

to the Burma side for doing business, trading, education, work, attending religious 

ceremonies or participating in political groups. Of course, their freedom of mobility 

is limited by camp regulations, but camp inhabitants invent and apply a variety of 

tactics to mobilize themselves in many ways. But it isn’t just the camp inhabitants that 

go in and out of the camp, additional flows of migrants and refugees have come to 

the camp, not just to seek refuge, but also for education, work, religious reasons, or 

romantic relationships. 

I have argued that it is through these flows in and out of the camp that the camp 

space has become a place of opportunity and a node of connection in this borderland. 

This challenges the dominant narrative that the camp is undesirable or a dumping 

site (Bauman, 2004). The longevity of the camp and the mobility of camp inhabitants 

have led to organic growth and diversity, to urbanization, and the camp has come 

to exhibit characteristics of a city. I hereby built on Agier’s (2002) observation in 

the Dadaab camp that physical changes, more durable structures, and facilities for 

inhabitants, have increasingly turned the camp into a ‘city’. Yet where Agier mostly 

zooms in on physical changes and a growing population, I have argued that Agier’s 

analogy of the camp with the city should actually be stretched further, looking at 

other urban aspects: the city as a node of connection and a space of flows, a place of 

seeking opportunities, an educational hub, and ultimately a place of transformation, 

in particular for the younger generation. The camp transformation blurs the 

boundary between the camp and urban refugee as suggested by Sanyal (2012). 

Temporality

Studying long-term refugee camp formation reflects two aspects of time. First, ‘refugee 

time’ in the camp is often neglected in refugee studies, ignored, seen as stagnant, or 

taken for granted. Second, ‘temporariness’ in the camp is a dimension of life that is not 

specific to the camp, but can also be found in the city, where people come and go, 

neighborhoods change all the time, and which I have argued adds to the blurring of 

conceptual boundaries between the camp and the city.

Refugee time in the camp is often conceptualized as stagnant. This may be because 

the camp is seen as an uncommon place, isolated and excluded from the outside 

world, because the activities in life of the people who live there hardly seem to move 

forward. This view of time as stagnant may also be related to the nature of the camp 

being in ‘limbo’—a space that falls in-between two national borders (Missbach, 2014). 
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Khosravi (2014) explains about refugees’ experience of time in the camp as ‘every 

day being Monday’, and days being virtually indistinguishable as if time has stopped. 

However, this is not at all the experience among the Mae La camp dwellers as they 

have re-invented everyday life in the camp as I have shown in chapter 3 and chapter 5. 

Refugees go out to work and study on certain well-defined days; they go to church on 

Sunday; there are normal ‘weekend’, and days designated to celebrate special religious 

or cultural holidays. Each year their children go to a higher grade. They clearly feel that 

their time is moving forward, not standing still.

Not only do these daily life practices signal a progression in time, but they also reveal 

the agency with which each refugee pursues their life. Refugees enact their agency 

by setting up their own businesses and by increasing their mobility, by finding ways 

to go outside the camp. In this way, they are not simply waiting or feeling stuck, but 

rather living active lives. This sense of productivity manifests itself temporally as well. 

Refugees in Mae La described the time they experienced in the camp as ‘faster’ than 

in the village in Karen state. Those who come to the camp to seek opportunities, as 

well as refugees who go back and forth to Karen state on a regular basis, described 

the same difference: Karen state is seen as stagnant, with time seemingly standing still, 

while they describe the camp as dynamic, more developed, and more connected to 

the modern world. 

Moreover, the time that refugees spend in the camp should take into account that 

an enduring stay creates a sense of attachment or develops a sense of belonging 

between camp inhabitants and the physical space of the camp. As the camp is a 

productive space, which refugees adjust and re-adjust to fit their social world, the 

camp also transforms refugees. Some of the younger generation of Karen refugees 

who were born and raised in the camp, indicate a sense of not belonging to their Karen 

homeland nor of having strong social ties to Karen state, since they never actually lived 

there. So, the perception of time in the camp is relative to the space where they have 

spent their life. What they have been experiencing is the long-term conflict, which 

they feel does not belong to their generation, but is the outcome of their parents’ or 

grandparents’ generation. 

As shown in chapter 6, students are aware of global issues. They study about global 

climate change in the classroom. At the camp announcement boards, there were posters 

with cartoon stories written in Burmese and English language telling stories about 

gender equality, human rights, anti-sexual harassment, and anti-domestic violence. 

These stories exposed refugee students to other cultural-political ideologies, and they 
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became aware about universal values. These ideologies and values were transferred 

from foreign volunteer teachers as well as the humanitarian organizations. Meanwhile, 

the local villagers from both sides of the border did not share their cosmopolitan ideas. It 

shows that the time refugees spend in the camp is not wasted, but transforms refugees’ 

cultural and political ideology in many ways. Therefore, the time that refugees/migrants 

spend in a transitional country or spend during a process of migration does matter and 

should get more understanding rather than taking it for granted. 

To give more examples of the perception of time, during my PhD study in Amsterdam, 

I got to know a few Thai female migrants through participating in a cultural festival 

organized by the Thai migrant community in the Netherlands. These women described 

how they had a different experience with time in different places, which shares 

similarities to refugees in the camp. It also shows that the time during (temporary) 

migration should not be taken for granted. People, as well as places, change during 

this time. What I learnt from the Thai migrants is that they did not migrate only once, 

moving to the Netherlands and then staying there exclusively, but they actually return 

to Thailand for a short time and then return to work in the Netherlands again. They told 

me that when they were in the Netherlands, they thought of Thailand as their home, 

they missed the taste of the food, and the warm weather. They thought of their time in 

the Netherlands as being temporary. After saving enough money, they decided to go 

home (for good). In Thailand, they built a nice house for their parents, shopped, and 

spent time with their children. However, during this time back in Thailand, they started 

to feel bored or, perhaps they ran out of money. They now began to think of their time 

in the Netherlands as a time of freedom, good quality of life, and changing seasons. 

They also missed working as they spent much time at home, doing nothing. So they 

decided to migrate back to the Netherlands. Furthermore, one of the events organized 

by the Siam Samakom (the organization that helps Thai migrants with Dutch laws) 

was an orientation workshop to help and prepare Thai people, who have stayed for 

a long period of time in the Netherlands and who want to move back to Thailand for 

retirement, to re-adjust themselves when they return home. The notion that migrants 

just migrate once and stop when they are either integrated into host societies, or 

return to their home countries, does not reflect the reality of migrant life. It is, rather, 

a continual process (see also Lan, 2019). 

Temporal aspects also blur the boundaries between city and camp. Based on the 

finding of this research, there is no clear boundary between these two spaces. There 

is an element of temporariness in the city as much as a sense of permanence in the 

camp. The perception of time (short- vs. long-time) is defined by space. Comparing 
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between the camp and the city, in Bangkok for example, people usually stay in a 

high-rise condominium buildings. According to the Bangkok municipal regulation for 

condominium buildings, residential building must be demolished and rebuilt every 50 

years. When I bought my apartment, the building was 15 years old, so I have around 

35 years left. I thought it was long enough to stay in that building until my retirement. 

But, I realized it is exactly the same period of time that Mae La camp has existed. 

Interestingly, to me this building feels like my permanent home—a home that will last 

a considerable time, but when 35 years refers to a refugee camp the focus is on its 

‘temporariness’. It is a strange perception of temporality between two spaces. The 

notion of time that is really influenced by a place/space than the sense of time alone. 

To see that camp and city share many similarities and the blurred boundary helps to 

understand refugees and displacement not through the lens of emergency or crisis. 

The only obvious difference is that these people supposedly do not belong to a nation-

state and are put in a camp. 

 

WHY THE MAE LA CAMP HAS BEEN THERE FOR 
SO LONG? 
 

In bringing this ethnography to a close, I return to the main research question of this 

thesis: the reason(s) that the refugee camp of Mae La has existed for such a long 

period of time. This follows from the answers to the sub-questions and must be seen 

along these dimensions of sovereignty, spatiality, and temporality. The protracted 

struggle and ongoing conflict in Burma is the reason for fleeing and still in some cases 

blocking refugees to return, but as I have analyzed in this thesis, it is also very much 

the development of the camp over the years, which makes people stay. Moreover, 

development in all these aspects has led to a certain balance and status quo, which 

appears to benefit everyone to a certain extent: the Thai government (including local 

communities close to the camp and border town), humanitarian organizations, camp 

inhabitants as well as the Karen insurgent group (KNU). 

Each actor has a different perception of the camp. An important reason to keep 

refugees in the camp for the Thai government is to officially segregate non-citizens 

from citizens. By keeping refugees in one place, it is easier to manage and control their 

mobility than by letting them disperse into nearby cities. This also helps humanitarian 

agencies to distribute resources and provide services to the camp population more 

easily than having refugees dispersed among small shelters along the border. Before 

these camps were set up, refugees relied on the refugee committee for their food 
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and struggled by themselves for shelter, and this created tensions about conflicts of 

resources between local Thai communities and the refugees. This tension was reduced 

when humanitarian agencies stepped in. Local Thai people around the camp see the 

camps as a place for so called ‘UN people’ meaning that the refugees are under care 

and protection by the United Nations and they somehow receive better aid than them. 

On the other hand, local people also see opportunity and benefit from the refugee 

camps. Having large numbers of refugees at the border has attracted manufacturing 

in search of cheap labor (Brees, 2008; Pongsawat, 2007), and has also benefited local 

agriculture that relies on refugee laborers during the harvesting season. When the Thai 

government increased restriction of refugees’ mobility out of the camp, the Songteaw 

drivers were hugely affected with very few passengers. Moreover, the camp population 

itself also contributes to the local border economy. Open and closed markets in the 

camp are run or supplied by local Thai/Muslim traders in Mae Sot. Since humanitarian 

agencies provide external help to camp inhabitants, the amount of money circulating 

around the refugee area is huge and helps boost the local economy. 

For refugees, being in the camp means that there is a spotlight on them, getting 

international attention and support. The camp also provides better living condition 

than in Burma. Refugees can receive an education, nurture their cultural identity, and 

for some the camp provides opportunities, which they would not have had in their 

place of origin. They can build long-term, durable structures and public spaces for 

themselves, and they have a relatively high freedom of movement, as they can go back 

and forth over the border to visit relatives and work outside of the camp. 

The Karen National Union and the Karen National Liberation Army, which used to 

provide protection to the Karen refugees in Thailand from cross-border raids before 

the consolidation into camps, still believes that the camp and its refugees legitimate 

the fight for their own independent nation. The camp, in turn, serves as a nurturing 

ground for Karen ideology, with the possibility to recruit young people from the 

camp to serve with the KNLA army. Additionally, the camp is used as a place for their 

politicians, soldiers, and families of soldiers to stay and get an education.

None of this is formalized, which means it can change, and there are no guarantees, 

but every party is to various extents invested in maintaining the status-quo as there 

appears to be an implicit acknowledgment of mutual benefits. It would be interesting 

to analyze whether, and how, similar status quo arrangements, embedded in their 

particular settings to multiple parties’ mutual benefits, also apply to other long-term 

camps with different historical, political, and cultural contexts.
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REFLECTION ON REFUGEE MANAGEMENT IN 
THAILAND: PAST AND PRESENT
 

Gatrell (2013) examines the role of history that gave birth to modern refugees mainly 

in the context of Europe. His later work emphasizes the absence of refugees in 

mainstream historiography and wonders whether when we look back at the refugee 

crisis of 2015-2016, this could entail “ ‘thinking through oceans’, not just the nation-

state” (Gatrell, 2017: 172). Meanwhile, in Southeast Asia, the study of refugees and 

their history is often overlooked and still lacking analysis and conceptualization of 

knowledge production, even though this region has been a place where millions of 

people have historically been and still are displaced. 

 

Thinking along with Gatrell’s idea, the knowledge production of refugee studies in 

Thailand has been stuck in an old paradigm that sees refugees as a problem that needs 

to be solved. The academic institutions working on refugees have difficulties moving 

away from positivistic approaches to what they see as the ‘refugee problem’. This also 

relates to the politics of academic funding where the major funders set the research 

agenda where academic institutions are compelled to do research according to the 

mandates because they are dependent on this funding. 

Concerning the historical reflection from the refugee situation in this region, the 

Thailand-Burma borderland has always seen movements of various peoples—Thai, 

Burmese, Karen and other minorities—as a result of droughts, famines, upsets in power 

balances, or wars. Previous generations of the Karen currently living in the camp have 

migrated to this very same area before, or settled here temporarily for agriculture, 

economic, religious, or other purposes, and they have migrated back at other times. 

The border was porous and never strictly enforced. Few attempts were made to stem 

flows of these people, as long as they stayed and did their business within the general 

borderland area and did not venture farther into the inner areas. This is to say that the 

presence of the Karen in this geographical area for the past decades has actually been 

common. 

The Thai government has dealt with refugees in different ways. In the past, the Mon 

refugees from the West, who came to Thailand long before the Karen or Vietnamese 

refugees, for example, were welcomed by the Thai king, and treated much differently 

(not as undesirable refugees) than today (van Roy, 2017; Lang 2002). They were locally 

integrated into the Thai society and granted citizenship. For the case of Indochinese 

refugees from the Vietnam war, the Thai government started to segregate them 
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into camps, but they dissolved the camps and resettled refugees to third countries 

quickly. Knowledge production on refugee camps in Southeast Asia thus became 

largely based on experiences of Indo-Chinese refugees fleeing from the Khmer Rouge 

and the Vietnam war, and the resulting temporary condition of refugee camps at the 

Eastern border of Thailand drove historical precedence of the Mon refugees into the 

background. 

The Karen were dispersed along the border and their settlements became consolidated 

into camps later, but these camps did not dissolve as quickly as the Indochinese 

refugee camps. Camps were intended for short-time use, yet have remained much 

longer than anticipated. This case therefore differs from the other two cases above, 

notably because time and longevity turn out to be an important factor of the nature 

of the Karen refugee camps and their corresponding transformation. As other refugee 

situations are continuing to unfold in Southeast Asia (for example, the Rohingyas on the 

western border of Burma), I believe it is imperative that knowledge production relating 

to camps in this region shifts from the often still prevailing Indo-Chinese, short-term 

lens to the reality of long-term camps, and how the life in and development of these 

camps ought to be themselves the subject of anthropological inquiry. 

Looking from a linguistic perspective, the usage of the word for refugee itself has 

changed in the Thai language. First the Thai word Phu-Lee-Phai derived from the 

Sanskrit language indicated people seeking asylum; later the words Phu-Op-Payop 

and Phu-Plad –Thin were increasingly used by the Thai state, which means migrant 

and displaced person respectively. This reflects the ideology and the way the Thai 

state deals with refugees—from welcoming, helping, and providing shelter to treating 

them as illegal migrants who form a threat to national security. Additionally, before the 

Thai state became the main actor dealing with refugees (the modern way), there were 

local authorities or local communities helping and dealing with them. This sense of 

local communities who refugees were in contact with, thereby also disappeared from 

the official picture. A comprehensive understanding—that takes into account history, 

language, power, and context—provides a better understanding of the refugees along 

the Thailand-Burma border. 

Historically ‘being a refugee’ did not carry a negative connotation. It was actually 

relatively common to become a refugee whenever one was oppressed or treated with 

extreme unfairness by the current ruler. One could flee to seek protection from a 

neighboring ruler, such as the Mon refugee to seek protection under the Thai king 

(van Roy, 2017; Lang 2002), or live in a jungle outside of the territorial control by 
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ruler as seen for example in the study of Scott on ‘freemen’ (Scott, 1998). At some 

later point, the refugee either integrates into the new society or returns home if the 

political situation changes or a royal pardon is granted. Under the modern nation-

state system, though, this works differently: the refugee is treated and labeled 

such that they fall outside of the nation-state system. As a result, they are often 

segregated and treated as a burden or as a threat to national unity and security.  

REFUGEE STUDIES IN PERSPECTIVE

This research on Mae La camp invites us to reflect on the broader situation of other 

existing long-term refugee camps as well as on the more recent camps, which may 

well be destined to exist for an extended period of time. Therefore, it is necessary to 

start questioning this ‘camp as temporary’ discourse sooner rather than later.

As long-term camps are clearly becoming the norm (more than two-thirds of the 

total number of refugees live in such camps, according to the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees), this reflects trends and norms for dealing with the global 

refugee situation, too. The United Nations 1951 Refugee Convention was convened 

primarily in response to people displaced by war in Europe. When refugee camps 

began to sprawl in the Global South, and also in countries which did not sign the 

Convention (such as Thailand), the nature of refugee camps changed. At the same time, 

mobility patterns caused the European response to the refugee situation to change 

as well: in the refugee crisis of 2015, many European countries chose to close their 

borders and deport refugees back to their own countries. From the case of Thailand, 

the resettlement program for refugees from Burma was stopped in 2012 meaning that 

those refugees could no longer use this way to migrate to the Global North countries. 

At the time of the 1951 Refugee Convention, mobility of people was rather limited, 

but more than 60 years later, mobility is increasing and in much higher volumes, so 

refugees from the Global South can reach Europe much easier than before, to which 

Europe responded by closing the borders. As the European approach is increasingly 

trying to host refugees ‘in the region’ (meaning not to reach Europe) this means that 

refugees have few other options than to stay in a transition country for an extended 

period of time. This also means that, over the years, these camps are likely to at least 

share and build some of the refugee agency found in the already much longer-existing 

long-term camps, such as Mae La. 

Additionally, protracted refugee situations are facing a support deficit, as many 
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humanitarian organizations withdrew their help given the lack of urgency in the 

situation, dwindling budgets, or ‘humanitarian fatigue’. For the case of refugee camps 

in Thailand, almost half of the number of humanitarian organizations withdrew their 

aid. In this situation, refugees found themselves being forgotten. 

Ticktin (2006) examines the dichotomy between legal status and the biological integrity 

of refugees seeking rights to stay in France. She criticizes a system of selection in 

which states set parameters for which refugees they do and do not prefer to assist and 

the ways that refugees attempt to fit certain selection criteria (in Ticktin’s case violating 

their biological integrity). 

The stricter selection criteria reflect on the Mae La camp inhabitants in two ways. 

Firstly, there is debate about who counts as a genuine refugee and along with this 

there is the idea of ‘good refugees’ and ‘bad refugees’. This shapes an environment 

where the camp committee uses this definition to inform the camp inhabitant’s 

behavior by telling them that the ‘good’ refugees should not leave the camp without 

permission, drink alcohol, party, play loud music, or participate in the customary mass 

water fights during the Thai New Year festival. The one who is not conforming to these 

norms is considered to be ‘bad’ or not a genuine refugee. This goes hand in hand 

with strict regulations for resettlement programs. Refugees whose cases are still being 

processed cannot leave the camp, otherwise their application will be rejected. Dan, 

my interpreter, expressed his frustration that he had to leave his life outside the camp 

behind, quitting his job in Mae Sot, going back to stay in the camp, being unemployed, 

and not able to leave the camp for two years, when his family decided to apply for 

a resettlement program due to his father’s ill health. The case study shows that the 

criteria for resettlement selection forces refugees to obey and to fit into a straitjacket 

definition of what a ‘good’ refugee is. Resettlement programs thereby reinforce the 

same systemic narrative of the refugee as ‘passively waiting’, ignoring their agency. 

 

Relating to Van Schendel’s critique that area studies need to break out of their 

epistemological frame and self-imposed compartmentalization (van Schendel, 

2002), this thesis has pointed out some persistent boundaries and framing in refugee 

studies, which is the state-led perspective on refugee management and humanitarian 

perspectives that shape the refugee only as a victim, and the impossibility of thinking 

outside of the nation-state order. This thesis, in a similar way, has attempted to break 

out of such persistent framing for refugee studies and to contribute to a burgeoning 

and necessary rethinking and reimagining of refugees and refugee camps. Using an 

anthropological lens, examining the refugees as subjects, when more than 10 million 
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refugees are living in a long-term camp and across the world, may broaden the 

epistemic perspective to understand and help us ‘thinking through camps’.

 

183

CONCLUSION



References

Adams, J. D. (2013). Theorising a Sense of Place in a Transnational Community. 

Children, Youth and Environments, 23(3), 43-65.

Agamben, G. (1998). Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life . Stanford: Stanford 

University Press.

Agamben, G. (2005). State of Exception. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Agier, M. (2002). Between War and City: Towards an Urban Anthropology of Refugee 

Camps. Ethnography 3:3, 317-341.

Agier, M. (2011a). From Refuge The Ghetto is Born: Contemporary Figures of 

Heterotopias. In R. Hutchison, & B. D. Haynes, The Ghetto: Contemporary Global 

Issues and Controversies (pp. 265-292). Boulder: Westview Press.

Agier, M. (2011b). Managing the Undesirables: Refugee camps and Humanitarian 

Government. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Aksoy, A., & Robbins, K. (2003). Banal Transnationalism: The Difference that Television 

Makes. London: Routledge.

Al-Ali, N., & Koser, K. (2002). Transnationalism, international migration and home. In 

New approaches to migration?: transnational communities and the transformation 

of home. London; New York: Routledge.

Anderson, B. (2006). Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism . London: Verso.

Augé, M. (1995). Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity. 

London: Verso.

Bauman, Z. (2004). Wasted Lives: Modernity and its Outcasts. Cambridge: Polity.

Bhabha, H. (1994). The location of culture. London and New York: Routledge.

Bilgili, O., & Siegel, M. (2016). To return permanently or to return temporarily? Explaining 

migrants’ intentions. MIgration and Development, 14-32.

Black, R., & Koser, K. (1999). The End of the Refugee Cycle?: Refugee Repatriation and 

Reconstruction. New York: Berghahn Books.

184



Bogac, C. (2009). Place attachment in a foreign settlement. Journal of Environmental 

Psychology, 267-278.

Bonilla, Y. (2017). Unsettling Sovereignty. Cultural Anthropology, 332-339.

Bowles, E. (1998). From Village to camp: Refugee camp life in Transition on the Thai-

Burma Border. http://www.fmreview.org/sites/fmr/files/FMRdownloads/en/

FMRpdfs/FMR02/fmr203.pdf, 11-14.

Bowles, E. (1998). From village to camp: refugee camp life in transition on the Thailand-

Burma border. Forced Migration Review, 2, 11-14.

Brees, I. (2008). Refugee Business: Strategies of Work on the Thai-Burma Border. 

Journal of Refugee Studies, vol 21, no.3.

Brooten, L. (2004). Human rights discourse and the development of democracy in a 

multi-ethnic state. Asian Journal of Communication, 174-191.

Brouwer, J., & Van Wijk, J. (2013). Helping hands:external support for the KNU 

insurgency in Burma. Small wars & Insurgencies.

Buadaeng, K. (2003). Religion and Ethnic Identity: case study of the Karen in Thailand 

and Myanmar (in Thai). Social Science. Chiangmai: Social Research Institute 

University of Chiangmai.

Buurs, L. (2005). The Sovereign Outsourced: Local Justice and Violence in Port 

Elizabeth. In T. B. Hansen, & F. Stepputat, Sovereign Bodies. Citizens, Migrants, and 

States in the Postcolonial World (pp. 192-217). Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press.

Callahan, M. P. (2007). Political Authority in Burma’s Ethnic Minority States:Devolution, 

Occupation and Coexistence. Washington, DC: East West Center.

Carpiano, R. (2009, March). Come Take a Walk With Me: The “Go-Along” Interview as 

a Novel Method for Studying the Implications of Place for Health and Well-Being. 

Health & Place, 15(1), 263-272. doi:DOI: 10.1016/j.healthplace.2008.05.003

Chen, X., & Stone, C. (2017). Rethinking Border Cities: In-between Spaces, Unequal 

Actors and Stretched Mobilities across the China–Southeast Asia Borderland. (S. 

Hall, & R. Burdett, Eds.) The Sage Handbook of the 21st Century City, 478-501.

De Certeau, M. (1984). The Practice of Everyday Life. London: The University of 

California Press.

De Montclose, M.-A. P., & Kagwanja, M. P. (2000). Refugee Camps or Cities?: The 

Socio-economic Dynamics of the Dadaab and Kakuma Camps in Northern Kenya. 

Journal of Refugee Studies, 13(2), 205–222.

Diken, B. (2004). From Refugee Camps to Gated Communities: Biopolitics and the End 

of the City. Citizenship Studies, 8:1 , 83-106.

Dudley, S. (2010). Feeling at Home: Producing and Consuming Things in Karenni 

Refugee Camps on the Thai-Burma Border. Population, Space and Place, 742-755.

185



Evan, J., & Jones, P. (2010). The walking interview: Methodology, Mobility and Place. 

Applied Geography, 849-858.

Fassin, D. (2012). Humanitarian Reason: A Moral History of Present. Berkeley: University 

of California Press.

Feldman, I. (2008). Governing Gaza:Bureaucracy, Authority, and the work of Rule 

(1917-1967). Durham: Duke University Press.

Gatrell, P. (2013). The making of the modern refugee. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Gatrell, P. (2017). Refugees-What’s Wrong with History? Journal of Refugee Studies, 

30(2), 170-189.

Gilroy, P. (2006). Multiculture in times of war . Critical Quarterly, 48, 27-45. 

doi:doi:10.1111/j.1467-8705.2006.00731.x

Gravers, M. (2001). Cosmology, Prophets, and Rebellion Among the Buddhist Karen in 

Burma and Thailand. Social Science Research on Southeast Asia, 3-31.

Guillon, E. (1999). The Mons: A Civilization of Southeast Asia. Bangkok: Siam Society 

under Royal Patronage; 1st edition thus edition (1999).

Hall, S. (1992). The Question of Cultural Identity. (S. Hall, & P. Du Gay, Eds.) London: 

Sage Publications Ltd.

Hanafi, S. (2010). Governing Palestinian Refugee camps in the Arab East: 

Governmentalities in Search of Legitimacy. Beirut: American University of Beirut.

Hanafi, S., & Long, T. (2010). Governance, Governmentalities and the State of Exception 

in the Palestinian Refugee Camps of Lebanon. Journal of Refugee Studies, 23(2), 

134-159.

Herz, M. (2014). From Camp to city: Refugee Camps of the Western Sahara. Geneva: 

ETH Studio Basel and Lars Muller Publishers.

Horst, C., & Nur, A. I. (2016). Governing Mobility through Humanitarianism in Somalia: 

Compromising Protection for the Sake of Return. Development and Change, 542-

562.

Horstmann, A. (2011). Sacred spaces of Karen refugees and humanitarian aid across 

the Thailand-Burma border. ASEAS - Austrian Journal of South-East Asian Studies, 

4(2), 254-272. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.4232/10.ASEAS-4.2-4

Horstmann, A. (2011). Sacred Spaces of Karen Refugees and Humanitarian Aid Across 

the Thailand-Burma Border. Austrian Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 254-272.

Hyndman, J., & Giles, W. (2011). Waiting for what? The feminization of asylum in 

protracted situations. Gender, Place & Culture, 361-379. Retrieved from https://

doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2011.566347

Jansen, B. (2011). The Accidental City: Violence, Economy and Humanitarianism 

in Kakuma Refugee Camp, Kenya. Wageningen University. doi:https://doi.

org/10.1093/jrs/fev018

186



Katz, I. (2016). Camp evolution and Israel’s creation: Between ‘state of emergency’ and 

‘emergence of state’. Political Geography, 55, 144-155.

Keyes, C. (2002). Presidential Address: “The peoples of Asia”- Science and Politics in 

the Classification of Ethnic Groups in thailand, China and Vietnam. The Journal of 

Asian Studies 61:4, 1163-1203.

Khosravi, S. (2014). Waiting. COMPAS Anthology Oxford, 1-2.

King, R. (2000). Generalization from the History of Return Migration. In B. Ghosh, In 

Return Migration: Journey of Hope or Despair? (pp. 7-55). Geneva: United Nations 

and International Organization of Migration.

Krase, J. (2002). Navigating Ethnic Vernacular Landscapes Then and Now. Journal 

of Architectural and Planning Research, 19(4), 274-281. Retrieved from https://

www.researchgate.net/publication/285830822_Navigating_ethnic_vernacular_

landscapes_then_and_now

Kuroiwa, Y., & Verkuyten, M. (2008). Narratives and the Constitution of a Common 

Identity: The Karen in Burma. Identities, 15(4), 391-412.

Kusenbach, M. (2003, September 1). Street Phenomenology: The Go-Along as 

Ethnographic Research Tool. Ethnography, 4(3), 455–485. Retrieved from https://

doi.org/10.1177/146613810343007

Lan, S. (2019). Youth, Mobility, and the Emotional Burdens of youxue (Travel and Study): 

A Case Study of Chinese Students in Italy. International Migration, Forthcoming .

Lang, H. (2002). Fear and sanctuary: Burmese refugees in Thailand. New York: 

Southeast Asia Program Publications, Southeast Asia Program, Cornell University.

Lee, J., & Ingold, T. (2008). Ways of walking: ethnography and practice on foot. 

Aldershot: Ashgate.

Lee, S. K. (2012). Scattered but Connected: Karen Refugees’ Networking in and Beyond 

the Thailand-Burma Borderland. Asian and Pacific Migration Journal, 263-285.

Loescher, G., & Milner, J. (2006). Case studies: contemporary protracted refugee 

populations in Africa and Asia. The Adelphi Papers, 35-65.

Long, L. D., & Oxfeld, E. (2004). Coming Home: Refugees, Migrants and Those Who 

Stay Behind. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvanis Press.

Maccarthy, F. E., & Vickers, M. H. (2012). Refugee and immigrant students : achieving 

equity in education. New York: Information Age Publications.

Mackenzie, C., McDowell, C., & Pittaway, E. (2007). Beyond ‘Do No Harm: The 

Challenge of Constructing Ethical Relationships in Refugee Research. Journal of 

Refugee Studies, 20(2), 299-319.

Malkki, L. (1992). National Geographic: The Rooting of Peoples and The Territorialization 

of National Identities among Scholars and Refugees. Cultural Anthropology, 7(1), 

24-44.

187



Malkki, L. (1995). Purity and Exile: Violence, Memory, and National Cosmology among 

Hutu Refugees in Tanzania. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Malkki, L. (1996). Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism, and 

Dehistoricization. Cultrural Anthropology, 11(3), 377-404.

Malkki, L. (2002). News from nowhere: Mass Displacement and Globalized ‘Problem of 

Organization’. Ethnography, 3(3), 351-360.

Martin, D. (2015). From spaces of exception to ‘Campscapes’: Palestinian refugee camps 

and informal settlements in Beirut. Political Geography, 44, 9-18. doi:https://doi.

org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2014.08.001

Massey, D. (2005). For Space. London: SAGE Publications.

McConnachie, K. (2014). Governing Refugees: Justice, Order and Legal Pluralism. 

Oxon: Routkedge.

McConnell, F. (2015). Reconfiguring diaspora identities and homeland connections: 

The Tibetan ‘Lhakar’ Movement. In Mavroudi L, & Christou A (Eds.), Dismantling 

diasporas: rethinking the geographies of diasporic identity, connection and 

development (pp. 99-111). Ashgate.

McMichael, C., Nunn, C., & Gifford, S. (2016). Return visits and belonging to countries 

of origin among young people from refugee backgrounds. global network, 382-

399.

Menjivar, C. (2006). Liminal Legality: Salvadoran and Guatemalan immigrants’ lives in 

the United States. American Journal of Sociology, 111(4), 999-1037.

Missbach, A. (2014). Waiting on the Islands of ‘Stuckedness’: Managing Asylum Seekers 

in Island Detention Camps in Indonesia: From the Late 1970s to the Early 2000s. 

Austrian Journal of South-East Asian Studies, 281-306.

Mowla, Q. A. (2004). Memory Association in Place Making: Understanding an Urban 

Space. Protibesh, 52-54.

Muntarbhorn, V. (1992). The Status of Refugees in Asia. Oxford: Clarendon press.

National Health and Education Committee. (2002). Documents of Education 

Programmes in the Ethnic Nationality Areas and Education for Future Burma. 

Chiangmai, Thailand.

Nyiri, P. (2012). Enclaves of Improvement: Sovereignty and Development in the Special 

Zones of the China-Lao Borderlands. Comparative Studies in Society and History, 

533-562.

Ong, A. (2000). Graduated Sovereignty in South-East Asia. Theory, Culture & Society, 

17(4), 55-75. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1177/02632760022051310

Ong, A. (2003). Buddha Is Hiding: Refugees, Citizenship, the New America. Berkeley, 

California: University of California Press.

Owens, P. (2010). Reclaiming “bare life”? Against Agamben on refugees. 

188



International Relation, 23(4), 567–582. Retrieved from https://doi.

org/10.1177/0047117809350545

Peteet, J. (2015). Camps and Enclaves: Palestine in the Time of Closure. Journal of 

Refugee Studies, 208-226.

Picker, G., & Pasquetti, S. (2015). Durable camps: the state, the urban, the everyday. 

City, 19(5), 681-688.

Pink, S. (2007). Doing Visual Ethnography: Image, Media and Representation in 

Research. London: Sage Publication.

Pongsawat, P. (2007). Border Partial Citizenship, Border Towns, and Thai-Myanmar 

Cross-Border Development:Case Studies at the Thai Border Towns. Ph.D 

Dissertation, University of California, Berkeley.

Pongthippat, W., Darvishpour, M., Kijsomporn, J., & Östlund, G. (2018). Broken dreams 

of a better life in Sweden: Thai women’s lived experiences of intimate partner 

violence by Swedish men in international marriages. Global Health Action, 11(1). 

doi:10.1080/16549716.2018.1496889

Rajah, A. (2002). A ‘nation of intent’ in Burma: Karen ethno-nationalism, nationalism 

and narrations. The Pacific Review., 15(4), 517-537.

Ramadan, A. (2012). Spatialising the refugee camp. Transaction of the Institute of 

British Geography , 38(1), 65-77.

Ramadan, A., & Fregonese, S. (2017). Hybrid sovereignty and the state of exception in 

the Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon. Annals of the American Association of 

Geographers, 949-963.

Rangkla, P. (2012). Vernacular refugees : displaced Karen, self-settlement and non-

institutional protection in the Thailand-Myanmar borderlands. Australian National 

University, Philosophy. Canberra: Ph.D Thesis, Department of Anthropology, 

Australian National Universiy . Retrieved from http://hdl.handle.net/1885/109284

Rangkla, P. (2013). Refuge and Emplacement through Buddhism: Karen Refugees and 

Religious Practices in a Northwestern Border Town of Thailand. The Asia Pacific 

Journal of Anthropology, 14(1), 8-22. doi:https://doi.org/10.1080/14442213.2012

.743581

Relph, E. (1976). Place and Placelessness. London: Pion.

Robinson, C. (1998). Terms of refuge : the Indochinese exodus & the international 

response. London & New York: Zed Books Ltd.

Safran, W. (1991). Diaspora in Modern Societies: Myths of Homeland and Return. 

Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies, 83-99.

Sanyal, R. (2010). Squatting in Camps: Building and Insurgency in Spaces of Refuge. 

Urban Studies, 48(5), 877-890.

Sanyal, R. (2014). Urbanizing Refuge: Interrogating Spaces of Displacement. 

189



International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 38(2), 558-572. Retrieved 

from https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12020

Sassen, S. (2008). Re-Assembling the Urban. Urban Geography, 29(2), 113-126. 

doi:10.2747/0272-3638.29.2.113

Scott, J. (1998). Freedom and Freehold: Space, People and State Simplification in 

Southeast Asia. In D. Kelly, & A. Reid, Asian Freedom: The Idea of Freedom in East 

and Southeast Asia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Sharma, S. (2009). Baring life and lifestyle in the non-place. Cultural Studies, 129-148.

Shneiderman, S. (2005, November-December). Swapping Identities: Borderland 

exchanges along the Nepal-TAR frontier. Himal, 18(3), 32-33.

Sinatti, G. (2015). Return migration as a win-win-win scenario? Visions of return among 

Senegalese migrants, the state of origin and receiving countries. Ethnic and Racial 

Studies, 38(2), 275-291. doi:10.1080/01419870.2013.868016

Soja, E. (2014). Regional Urbanization and the End of the Metropolis Era. In E. Soja, My 

Los Angeles : From Urban Restructuring to Regional Urbanization (pp. 127-142). 

Berkeley: University of California Press.

Sooudi, O. K. (2014). Japanese New York: Migrant Artists and Self-Reinvention on the 

World-Stage. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press.

South, A. (2011). Burma’s Longest War: Anatomy of the Karen Conflicts. Amsterdam: 

Burma Center Netherlands.

Stedman, R. (2002). Toward a Social Psychology of Place. Environment and Behavior, 

34, 561-581. doi:10.1177/0013916502034005001. 

Stefansson, A. H. (2004). The House War: The Politics, Practice and Meaning of 

Home in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Working Paper No.10, Göteborg University, 

Department of Social Anthropology. Retrieved from https://globalstudies.gu.se/

digitalAssets/809/809981_WP10Stefansson.pdf

Stefansson, A. H. (2006). Homes in the Making: Property Restitution, Refugee Return, 

and Senses of Belonging in a Post‐war Bosnian Town. International Migration, 44, 

115-139. Retrieved from doi:10.1111/j.1468-2435.2006.00374.x

Stepputat, F. (1999). Politics of Displacement in Guatemala. Journal of Historical 

Sociology, 12, 54-80. doi:10.1111/1467-6443.00080

Tangseefa, D. (2003). Imperceptible naked-lives and atrocities : forcibly displaced 

peoples and the Thai-Burmese in-between spaces (Doctoral thesis). Retrieved 

from Scholar Space, University of Hawaii: https://scholarspace.manoa.hawaii.

edu/handle/10125/3073

Thant, M. (2012). Regional Cooperation and the Changing Urban Landscape of 

Southeast Asia. Urbanization in Southeast Asia: Issues and Impacts, 154-171.

Thawnghmung, A. M. (2008). The Karen revolution in Burma : diverse voices, uncertain 

190



ends. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies.

Thrift, N. (2008). Non-Representational Theory: Space, Politics, Affect. London: 

Routledge.

Thrift, N. (2009). Different Atmospheres: Of Sloterdijk, China, and Site. Environment 

and Planning D: Society and Space, 27(1), 119-138. doi:https://doi.org/10.1068/

d6808

Tilley, C., Keane, W., Kuchler, S., Rowlands, N., & Spyer, P. (2006). Handbook of Material 

Culture. London: Sage Publication.

Tonnies, F. t. (2001). Community and civil society . Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.

Trell, E.-M., & van Hoven, B. (2010). Making sense of place: exploring creative and 

(inter)active research methods with young people. Fennia : International Journal 

of Geography, 188(1).

Trichot, P. (2005). A Journey of Ethnic Minority.

Turner, J. C. (2005). Suspended spaces: Contesting sovereignties in a refugee camp. 

In S. F. Hansen T.B., Sovereign Bodies: Citizens, migrants, and states in the 

postcolonial world (Vol. 35, pp. 312-332). Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Turner, V. W. (1964). Betwixt and Between: The Liminal Period in Rites de Passage. The 

Proceedings of American Ethnological Society, 4-20.

UNHCR. (2018). UNHCR Global Trends: Forced Displacement. Retrieved from UNHCR: 

The UN Refugee Agency: https://www.unhcr.org/5d08d7ee7.pdf

Urry, J. (2007). Mobilities. Oxford, United Kingdom: Polity Press.

Van Hear, N. (2014). Refugees, Diasporas, and Transnationalism. In E. Fiddan-

Qasmiyeh, G. Loescher, K. Long, & N. Sigona, The Oxford Handbook of Refugee 

and Forced Migration Studies (Vol. 48, pp. 176-187). Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. doi:https://doi.org/10.1111/imre.12139

van Roy, E. (2017). Siamese Melting Pot. Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books.

van Schendel, W. (2002). Geographies of Knowing, Geographies of Ignorance, Jumping 

Scale in Southeast Asia. Development and Planning, 20, 647-668.

van Schendel, W., & de Maaker, E. (2014). Asian Borderlands: Introducing their 

Permeability, Strategic Uses and Meanings. Journal of Borderlands Studies, 29(1), 

3-9. doi:10.1080/08865655.2014.892689

Vogler, P. (2007). Into the Jungle of Bureaucracy: Negotiating Access To Camp at The 

Thai-Burma Border. Refugee Survey Quarterly, 26(3), 51-60.

Ward, C. (2002). Cotters and Squatters: The Hidden History of Housing. Nottingham: 

Five Leaves Publications.

Yiftachel, O. (2009). Theoretical notes on ‘gray cities’: the coming of urban apartheid? 

Planning Theory, 88-100.

191



Annex 1

Chart 1: The total population in all nine refugee camps
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Chart 2: The Total Mae La camp population 

Table 1: Mae La population divides in ethnicity, religion, status, length of stay and generation

Ethnicities Religions Refugee status Length of stay Generations

Karen (77%)

Karenni (12%)

Burman (3%)

Mon (1%)

Others (7%)

Christianity (37%) 

Buddhist 
(50%)

Muslim (13%)

Local religious (1%) 

Refugee (60%)

Provincial 
Advisory Board 

(PAB) (5%)

New Arrival
(30%)

 
Persons of 
Concerns (POC) 

(5%)

Long stayer 

Short stayer 

First generation: is a group of refugees that 

used to live and have social ties with Burma

Second generation: children who were born 

in the camp, or went out of Burma since 

they were a baby, no memory of Burma 

Third generation: children of second 

generation 

Fourth generation: children of third 

generation 

Source: TBC and UNHCR report
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Summary

Refugee camps are often depicted as temporary and isolated spaces in which lives 

of refugees are understood as bare life, stuck in between, or waiting. However, as 

refugee camps around the world are increasingly turning into long-term camps, and 

temporariness becomes permanence, dominant discourses about the refugee camp 

no longer adequately address the changing situation. This thesis takes the Mae La 

camp along the Thailand-Burma borderland as a case study to contribute to a better 

understanding of such long-term camps. It addresses questions of time and temporality 

that relate to this refuge space: what is the nature of a long-term camp and how can 

it exist for such a long period of time? How do spatial and temporal processes and 

events transform the organization of the camp and how do these affect refugees’ 

daily lives? Through extensive ethnographic fieldwork in the Mae La camp and the 

borderland, the thesis argues that this camp, which has become more or less like a city, 

is an outcome of refugees’ agency over time. Negotiations and ‘guested’ sovereignty 

are giving refugees a certain autonomy of governance, while they remake the camp 

as a productive space to fit their social world and a place of opportunities. Moreover, 

flows of refugees and their mobility have turned the camp into a hub of connection 

in the borderland. The camp’s urban transformation therefore blurs the boundary 

between the ‘camp refugees’ and ‘urban refugees.’ This thesis provides an alternative 

understanding of a space and life in transition in refugee studies, corresponding 

to contemporary reality in which long-term refugee camps have become a global 

phenomenon.  
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Samenvatting

Vluchtelingenkampen worden dikwijls afgeschilderd als tijdelijke en geïsoleerde 

plekken. Het leven van vluchtelingen in deze kampen wordt daarbij gekenschetst als 

leeg, continu in afwachting en als machteloos ingeklemd tussen (twee of meer) staten. 

Vluchtelingenkampen wereldwijd, hoewel als tijdelijk bedoeld, krijgen echter steeds 

meer een permanent karakter: het worden langetermijnkampen. Heersende theorieën 

over vluchtelingenkampen dekken als gevolg deze veranderende situatie niet langer 

adequaat. Om tot een beter begrip te komen van dit soort langetermijnkampen, neemt 

dit proefschrift het Mae La kamp op de grens van Thailand en Burma (Myanmar) als 

onderzoekscasus. Het proefschrift gaat in op vragen over tijd en tijdelijkheid met 

betrekking tot deze ‘vluchtruimte’: wat is de aard van een langetermijnkamp en hoe 

kan het zo lang bestaan? Hoe transformeren ruimtelijke processen en gebeurtenissen 

over tijd de organisatie van het kamp en hoe beïnvloeden deze het dagelijks leven 

van vluchtelingen? Op basis van uitgebreid etnografisch veldwerk in het Mae La kamp 

en het grensgebied van Thailand/Burma (Myanmar) stelt dit proefschrift dat de aard 

van dit kamp, wat inmiddels min of meer tot een stad verworden is, een gevolg is 

van sociaal handelen (‘agency’) van de vluchtelingen in het kamp gedurende langere 

tijd. Onderhandelingen met diverse machthebbers in het grensgebied en ‘gast-

soevereiniteit’ geven vluchtelingen een zekere autonomie van bestuur, waarbij ze het 

kamp als een productieve ruimte beschouwen en gebruiken om er een plaats van 

te maken waar ze zich thuis voelen, die past bij hun sociale wereld, alsook een plek 

van mogelijkheden. Nieuwe migranten komen naar het kamp op zoek naar kansen 

en ook de mobiliteit van de vluchtelingen zelf maakt Mae La tot een knooppunt in 

het grensgebied. De stedelijke transformatie van het kamp vervaagt daarmee de 

grens tussen ‘kampvluchtelingen’ en ‘stadsvluchtelingen’. Dit proefschrift geeft een 

alternatief inzicht in een ruimte en leven in transitie in vluchtelingenstudies, wat 

overeenkomt met de hedendaagse realiteit waarin langdurige vluchtelingenkampen 

een wereldwijd fenomeen geworden zijn.
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