
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Re-imagining the refugee camp
Sovereignty and time-space formation along the Thailand-Burma borderland
Laocharoenwong, J.

Publication date
2020
Document Version
Other version
License
Other

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Laocharoenwong, J. (2020). Re-imagining the refugee camp: Sovereignty and time-space
formation along the Thailand-Burma borderland. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van
Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:16 Dec 2025

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/reimagining-the-refugee-camp(51646a30-ef81-446a-8c4f-49a3a672597c).html


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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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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