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ABSTRACT

	 The current situation in the Thai-Burmese borderlands 
can be labeled  ‘frontier capitalism’, that is , capitalist expan-
sion into the borderlands that is characterized by political conflict, 
state recognition that ethnicity issue playings a key role in prevent-
ing women and men from obtaining Thai citizenship, and competition 
for control of natural resources through development programmes. 
Among the numerous stakeholders involved are local Karen people, 
including women, who are asserting their rights over natural resourc-
es and protecting their livelihoods. This article argues that the wom-
en’s motives are based on the ethics of care. Considering the precarious 
situations and the risks to sustainability of natural resources, Karen 
women at border villages have raised their voices to protect the fu-
ture of their families and the community. However, their association 
with community men for joint action is riddled with many challenges. 
Therefore, they have to seek survival strategies and create opportuni-
ties to negotiate with frontier capitalism to secure better livelihoods.

KEYWORDS: Caring gender, Resource streuggles, Karen women, 
Thai-Burmes border zones.
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INTRODUCTION
Within Thai-Burmese border zones1, great political conflict and 

competition for natural resources exists among numerous stakehold-
ers, including local and ethnic people in border villages, ethnic minori-
ty armed groups in border zones, Thai and Burmese soldiers, business 
persons and transnational corporations’ employees. Although the Thai 
and Burmese states have attempted to control the Salween borderlands 
by using force and military mechanisms, capitalists intend to make 
profit by producing neo-liberal projects – Salween hydropower dam 
and water diversion projects (EarthRights International, 2005; TERRA, 
2005). However, local Karen people, including women, who will be af-
fected by these projects, have long struggled against them in order to 
maintain livelihood security and protect natural resources and the en-
vironment. Nevertheless, while engaging with state-led development 
programmes, women face difficulties embedded in gender norms.

The Salween frontier of capitalism
	 Frontier capitalization2  is the process of capital accumulation 
through natural resource transformation into commodities, known as
commodification of nature (Polanyi, 1980; Smith, 1984; O’Connor, 1998).
The Salween’s resources have been commodified as Salween frontier
capitalization3 by transnational dam investors who have turned 
the Salween River into a hydro-electric production enterprise for 

1The Salween River originates from the melting of ice at 4,000 MSL (Mean Sea 
Level), high on the Tibetan Plateau in the Himalayas. It flows down south through 
the mountains of Yunnan province in China and passes through Shan State and 
Karenni State in eastern Burma at 300 MSL. It forms the international border between 
Burma (Karen State) and Thailand (Mae Hong Son Province) for about 118 kilometers.
2According to Anna Tsing, a ‘resource frontier’ is a deregulated landscape that confuses
the boundaries of law and theft, governance and violence, use and destruction
(Tsing, 2005: 27-33). This peculiar form of capitalism is a complex construction
(Laungaramsri, 2012: 466) which is not a naturally pre-existing phenomenon. 
It is derived from re-reading the frontier landscape, by the dominants, in or-
der to legitimize order so as to manage and control local resources.	
3Frontier capitalization has made a big change to the Salween borderlands since 
the 19th century when the British forces first came to take control of Burma and an-
nexed Burma’s lands and border regions by military force. Later, during World War 
II, Japanese forces came claiming rights over lands and resources. By virtue of their 
superior coercive power, they extracted natural resources. Capital during this pe-
riod was affiliated with the powerful regimes that ruled over Burma by military 
force (Grandstaff, 1976; Keyes, 1979; 1994; Renard, 1980; Winichakul, 1994; Bryant, 
1997; Jorgensen, 1997; Marshall, 1997; Webster, 1998; Fink, 2001; Tangseefa, 2003;).
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trade in the regional energy market (Hengsuwan, 2012) and water sup-
ply through the Salween River diversion projects – the Lower Yuam 
Dam-Bhumipol Dam reservoir (TERRA, 2005). In addition, Salween 
frontier capitalization has worked in the Salween borderlands where 
state power is unclear. One has to agree with Pinkaew’s proposition (2012)
that the lower Salween river basin (Babel & Wahid, 2009) 
did become a resource frontier that facilitated capitalization because 
the river, as a natural resource, was transformed into a commod-
ity (electricity) that was sold in the energy market. In this process 
both the state, in association with capitalists (i.e., investors), and lo-
cal people are competing for access to resources.			 
	 The current situation is a collusion among market players, par-
ticularly Transnational Corporations (TNCs) and states, to appropriate 
resources by introducing border development and forest management 
schemes. These phenomena are not different from the earlier teak timber 
industry in colonial and postcolonial Burma (Winichakul, 1994; Bryant, 
1997). Similarly, the proposed Salween dam and water diversion projects 
operate within the idea of generating capitalisation in the Thai-Burmese 
border zones. These projects are parts of the neo-liberal process embed-
ded in state practices (Polanyi, 1980), while a wider ethnic politics of these 
areas regarding environmental good governance has not yet emerged.

Women’s caring as survival strategy 
This study focuses on the understanding of responsibility 

among Karen women at the Thai-Burmese border zones as ‘activities 
of care’ (Gilligan, 1982), the ways in which they covertly and individ-
ually resist the gender inequalities they face at home and in the com-
munity4 (Agarwal 1994; 1997; 2015). Karen women are expected to be 
housekeepers as well as to perform production activities as their roles 
and responsibilities, while the relation between production and re-
production varies over time and in space (McDowell, 1983; Devika, 
2006). The woman-housewife-mother’s role can be seen as that of prac-
ticing morality, that is, the ethics of care (Gilligan, 1982). These wom-
en care for the future as they are involved in earning money for their 
families, while demonstrating resourcefulness, self-sacrifice, and fiscal 
prudence that display altruistic qualities (Devika, 2006; Botti, 2015). 

Third world feminists, such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
and Chandra Thalpade Mohanty, have criticised the binary 

4Women often lack the ability to overcome the material constraints they face, and 
move from individual to group articulation of their interests (Agrawal, 2015)
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opposition and essentialism of several modernists: coloniser/colonised,
domination/resistance, modern/traditional, and culture/nature. Hence,
they have tried to move beyond this dichotomy. As third space is
an initial site of contestation and negotiation, Spivak suggests that 
third world women are not homogenous and cannot be essentialised 
or stereotyped as victims of patriarchal regimes even though as sub-
altern they are the ‘underside of power’ statically (Rofel, 1999) or can-
not ‘speak’ (Spivak, 2010). They are political subjects with agency 
who have tried to contest or negotiate their positions in order to raise 
their voices5. Therefore, women’s survival strategies are based on 
what they have experienced, and their efforts to have society under-
stand their life and accept their identity as humans (Mohanty, 2003). 
	 Following this analysis, the study will examine the Karen women’s 
ethics of care as strategies of survival expressed by their attempting to en-
gage in and negotiate with development projects introduced by state and 
capitalists, as well as Karen men in household and community. The main 
question is how women have performed and negotiated through resource 
struggles and power relations involving suffering, the environment, 
and economic development which have resulted  in perilous situations.

METHODOLOGY
This study was carried out over the period 2007-2010 and 

2016. Semi-structured and in-depth interviews, and participatory obser-
vations were qualitative methods to gather primary information during 
fieldwork. In-depth interviews took place in each selected village and 
interview timing was normally about one hour. Participatory observa-
tion took place while visiting the villages and participating in their daily 
activities. Moreover, literature review was a tool to gather secondary in-
formation. The information collected was synthesized through content 
analysis. Four research sites were chosen, including three border villages 
along the Salween River on the Thai side to which I gave the pseudonyms 
Saw Myin Dong, Bon Bea Luang, and Muang Mean, and another village lo-
cated in Mae Ngo National Park which I named Te La Kroh. These select-
ed villages are all facing similarly precarious situations. They are located 
in the proposed hydropower development areas, ethnic villagers face 
Thai state recognition of citizenship, and they are situated in the political 

5Rofel (1999) noted that “I also recognise that those who identify with or participate in
the discursive space constructed as subaltern do so through and not outside of relations
of power. These people actively engage their subalternity by changing and reinterpreting…
the vision of modernity.”
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conflict between the Burmese government and ethnic states. In terms of 
their livelihoods, their main income is from agriculture, selling agricultur-
al products such as chili and vegetables. The success of farming depends 
on ecological and environmental conditions. The first field survey, plus 
a visit to a temporary shelter nearby the Salween River on the Burmese 
side was made between 9 and 11 May 2007. Subsequent fieldwork trips 
were conducted during 11-14 July 2007, 15-19 July 2008, 7-9 January 2009, 
7-11 July 2009, 12-21 February 2010, 19-21 May 2016, and 12-14 July 2016. 
This study interviewed 31 key informants including 10 females (9 Karen; 
1 Shan) and 21 males (18 Karen; 2 Muslim; 1 Shan). Key informants, par-
ticularly the females chosen, are engaged in the development activities of 
their communities. Some of them are ethnic leaders and representatives.

RESULTS
Border villages in the precarious situations
	 These border villages6 are far from the city. Centuries 
ago ancestors of the residents came from various areas in Tibet, 
travelling south on the Irrawaddy River. Some of them trav-
elled down to the Salween and to the Mae Chaem River, in 
Chiang Mai province and settled down in the mountainous areas.
	 Most of the people in Saw Min Dong7 are of Karen ethnici-
ty and some of them came from the Burmese side. Basically, they are 
farmers, growing rice, doing shifting cultivation, planting crops, fish-
ing, and raising animals. To earn money, some of them are laborers, 
boat drivers, shop owners, local government staff. They also gather 
food and products from the forest and rivers. Bon Bea Luang village8 
is a meeting point where many people come to do business, find jobs, 
visit relatives, and so on. Villagers are comprised of Christian Karen,

6Ai Chamnan (pseudonym), a local Karen of Saw Min Dong said: “If we have no good land 
for agriculture, then we will settle in another place. So we move a lot, finding good places for 
farming and fishing. Originally, we did swidden, like field rotating farming, moving from place 
to place, and later on we settled down, doing rice farming in the lowland. One important thing 
to understand about our culture is that we don’t like any fighting. We don’t like any conflict 
with other groups and having no peace. So we don’t want to compete with other ethnic groups. 
We usually live very far away in the forest. We don’t have any conflict with other groups. We 
live peacefully by ourselves. That is the way we prefer to live”. (Interview, 13 July 2016).
7In 2013, the population was 743 (men 398, and women 345). In 2017,
it was 926 (men 486, and women 440).
8In 2013, the population was 1,455 (men 772, and women 683). In 2017, it was
 1,542 (men 864, and women 678).



ASR: CMU Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities (2017) Vol. 4 No.2 179

Muslim Burmese, and Buddhist Tai. Several government offices are
located in this village – Border Patrol Soldier Unit, National Park 
Center, local government or Sub-District Administrative Organization 
Office. Muang Mean village9 is located downstream at the end of the 
Thai territory where the Salween River turns and flows into Burmese 
land, where the Hutgyi dam is planned to be built inside Burma.
	 The precarious situations that villagers encounter are numer-
ous. First, they are not recognized as Thai citizens by the state. Sec-
ond, according to forest conservation policy, the Thai government 
has planned to expand more and more protected forest areas which 
affects their communities. Third, the proposed Salween hydropow-
er dam projects are likely to generate many social and environmen-
tal impacts. Finally, the situations of political conflict and civil war in 
Burma that cause internal displaced people (IDP), forced relocation, and 
refugees have implications on Karen villagers in the Thai side as well.
	 To achieve state recognition, villagers have attempted to pres-
ent themselves as subjects of the Thai state though connections to the 
monarchy. Villagers still recall that His Majesty King Bhumibol Adu-
lyadej visited this area in 1983 and 1985. Pa Te Sae Yi (pseudonym), an 
elder of Muang Mean village, told me his memory of the village set-
ting10. In the long past the villagers used to live scattered out in isola-
tion from others, then they gradually moved closer until they built 
a permanent village. The late King saw it was difficult for them and 
wanted to support them to do lowland rice farming. Thus the villag-
ers think that the Thai state has to protect them as the state’s subjects.
	 Thai citizenship is crucial for them to have access to government 
services, and mobility is a means to make their living and find jobs out-
side community (Pearson & Kusakabe, 2013; Hengsuwan, 2017). How-
ever, Noh Luedee (pseudonym), a woman living in Muang Mean vil-
lage, spoke to me of the problem of ID entitlement run by state, saying,

	 The government issues different colored ID cards, orange, yellow, red, 
etc. And one of them is for citizenship. So it is very difficult, so many catego-
ries, but they don’t give us the right to citizenship. (Interview, 13 July 2016).

9In 2017, the population in one hamlet was 884 (men 476, and women 408).
10Pa Te Sae Yi mentioned: “I don’t remember the exact year, but when I was a young 
child, and my mother and father remembered that clearly. When the King visited us, 
it was still a very small village. It was only 5-7 houses. The only way of making a liv-
ing at that time was to do rotational farming on the hill”. (Observation, 13 July 2016).
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	 Similarly, students of the Centre for River Training (pseud-
onym) discussed this matter with a women’s group in Muang Mean vil-
lage. They explained that 20 per cent of the villagers do not have cit-
izenship. Most villagers were born in Thailand, but the government 
did not give them citizenship mostly because their parents escaped 
from the war in Burma and were not able to obtain birth certificates 
for the children born in Thailand. Consequently, they are stateless.
	 Like other villages, these four villages are located in the forestlands 
thus facing foresters’ threats (Bandittherdsakul, ed., 2013). Te La Kroh vil-
lage is located in forestlands where the government will declare a new 
protected forest zone – Mae Ngao National Park11. To claim their rights, 
nevertheless, villagers joining up with local NGOs and foresters have been 
in negotiation on forest demarcation. Villagers state that their livelihood 
based on the rotational farming does not destroy the forest, but the state 
sees their way of living as threatening forest land. Therefore, the state’s con-
servation policy causes conflicts between foresters and villagers over time.
	 On the dam issue, technocrats and energy developers argue that 
the Salween dams are needed to supply electric energy to generate eco-
nomic growth and regional development. They also claim that villag-
ers’ lives will be improved. Therefore, hydro-electric dams have been 
proposed to be built on the Salween River. At the Thai-Burmese bor-
der, at least four dam projects are proposed: Tasang Dam or Muang Ton 
Dam, Weigyi Dam, Dagwin Dam, and Hutgyi Dam. These dams will 
create adverse impacts on the river ecosystem and on villagers (Akimoto, 
Ed., 2004). In addition, the situation became more serious when Prime 
Minister General Prayut Chan-ocha approved the Salween-Ping-Chao 
Phraya water diversion project (including the Mekong water diversion 
project) proposed by the Royal Irrigation Department in January 2016. 
The first proposed plan is to divert water from tributaries of the Salween 
River to the Bhumibol Dam to feed into the Central Plain12. Primarily, 
the lower Yuam River to Bhumibol Dam diversion route is the optimum 
choice, and will be completed within ten years (Achakulwisut, 2016).
	

11The Royal Forest Department has planned to establish this for more than 20 years.
12The Salween-Ping-Chao Phraya water diversion project was initially proposed in 
1994. The project is expected to send about two billion cubic meters of water
a year to Bhumibol Dam. It requires the construction of a dam, 202 km-electricity
lines, a water pumping station, and a 62 km-water tunnel. It has raised concerns
about the environmental and health effects on people who live in the dam site and 
along the proposed route of the tunnel (Achakulwisut, 2016).
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	 The Electricity Generation Authority of Thailand – the state-owned 
enterprise known as EGAT – has attempted to persuade villagers to accept 
the dam construction projects through exercising a philanthropic strate-
gy (Shining, 2011). For example, EGAT staff came to talk with residents 
of Saw Myin Dong village in 2008. They said that the government is going 
to build the Hutgyi Dam and take responsibility for affected residents by 
arranging land, paying compensation, and training them for new jobs. 
But the villagers did not accept these proposals because of the concern 
about their future livelihood security. They prefer to live in their own 
place. Saw Myin Dong resident Moh Yupin (pseudonym) raised 
the issue, saying, “We can move our house, but how can we move our 
rice fields? How can we live without farmlands?” (Hengsuwan, 2012).
	 In addition, EGAT strategically supported the 2010 stateless 
children’s day festival organized by a local NGO, namely Community 
Development Centre (pseudonym). It took place at the Centre’s 
compound and many NGOs supported this activity, as did govern-
ment agencies, including the Border Patrol Soldier Unit and EGAT.
	 The last precarious situation is political conflict between Burmese 
government and ethnic states in Burma, which has created internal 
displaced people (IDP), forced relocation, and refugees for decades 
(Grundy-Warr, 2001; 2004; Thailand Burma Border Consortium, 2006; 
2012; The Border Consortium, 2012; 2017). Many people were forced 
to evacuate from home by Burmese military intrusion. For example, in 
2007, I visited the Ee Tu Hta IDP camp13 located near the tributary of 
the Salween River where victims of conflict have been fleeing their vil-
lages. They were compelled to live/hide in the jungle or take shelter in 
refugee camps along the Thai-Burmese border, or migrate to Thailand, 
to be classified by the Thai government as ‘stateless people’ (Tangseefa, 
2003; Grundy-Warr, 2004; Spindler, 2015; The Border Consortium, 2017).

13In 2016, the number of IDP in this camp is 3,136 and the number of total IDP 
population is 8,816, while the number of total refugee population is 102,607
 (The Border Consortium, 2017).
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	 Villagers on the Thai side also felt sympathy for them14. More-
over, villagers themselves also experienced impacts from the war 
when the military opened fire across the border. Pa Te Sae Yi said,

It was very sad. Because of the war on the Burma side, a huge 
bomb came across the river…  It entirely destroyed the school 30 years 
ago. When the war in Burma was very bad, we were so scared. We had to 
run into the forest and into a safer neighbouring village. We stayed until 
it became peaceful and then came back home. We rebuilt the whole school 
again, even bigger than before. And then in 1992 another bomb came from 
the Burma side destroying the school again. (Observation, 13 July 2016).

Figure 1. IDP in the Ee Tu Hta camp inside Burma.

14Pa Te Sae Yi reflected: Of course, we are brothers and sisters, so we will take care of them. It is 
not easy for them to be refugees. You can imagine that many people live very closely with very 
few resources. Let’s say refugees have to look for mushrooms to eat in the forest, but the amount 
is inadequate for everybody. And diseases, life is very poor, when you live densely in the refugee 
camp, disease spreads very easily and also public health problems (Observation, 13 July 2016).



ASR: CMU Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities (2017) Vol. 4 No.2 183

Concerning border security, both local Thai and Burmese govern-
ment agencies formally attempt to build relationships across borders, try-
ing to quell disturbances that cause outbreaks of disorder at the border 
area. They try to present this border-zone as safe for all and potentially 
another destination for tourists to visit. In 2010, the Provincial Admin-
istrative Organization and the Provincial Tourism and Sport Office ran 
the 2nd Thai-Burmese boat racing festival at Bon Bea Luang. They aimed 
to organize it as an annual festival and the provincial governor came to 
chair the open ceremony and high-ranking persons of the Burmese mili-
tary were invited to participate in the festival. There were many activities 
taking place during the day and at night time, such as beach volleyball 
competition, boat racing, a Miss Salween contest and music. Unfortu-
nately, the following year, 2011, the festival was suspended due to con-
flict between Thai and Burmese soldiers who got into a fight with each 
other while drinking alcohol. The next day a Thai soldier who was ethnic 
Karen was found shot dead. The situation sometimes gets out of control.

Villagers have generally experienced on a daily basis these 
problems of state unrecognition, the proposed hydropower develop-
ment, and political conflict along the Thai-Burmese border. However, 
Karen women, whose roles and responsibilities are expected to be moth-
er or housewife experience more pressure and impact as burdens are 
put on their shoulders when farming productions are disturbed. Some 
areas that used to be farmland are off-limits for farming by the state 
conservation policy, and hydropower development will inundate the 
low-lying village areas and streams. As the domestic economy becomes 
unpredictable, the insecurities of life might lead to poverty in the end.

Asserting local rights to livelihoods
In general, we understand that people assert their rights to 

protect their livelihoods and environment with reference to the prin-
ciples and ideology of universal human rights. However, I found 
that the ethnic Karen in the Salween borderlands are trying to use 
community rights as a tool to protect their livelihoods and environ-
ment, along with human rights recognized by the 1997 Thailand con-
stitution and later the 2007 Thailand constitution. Therefore, they 
have called for protection of the natural resources across the Salween 
River and their reason is based on the principle of community rights.

Considering the precarious situation and the risks to sustainabili-
ty of natural resources, local people in the border areas have raised their 
voices to protect their families and their communities future. Among all 
walks of life, there are women (and men) of Karen ethnicity, who assert 
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their rights over the natural resources across the Salween River. However, 
the previous constitution was disrupted by the 2010 military coup d’état 
that overthrew human and community rights. The concept of community 
rights was not fully applied in the new 2017 Thailand constitution. There-
fore, the ethnic Karen people can no longer refer to or make claim of com-
munity rights, as de jure, to protect their livelihoods and environment.

The community rights movement has been mobilized nationwide 
(Trakarnsuphakorn, 2008) by many local communities, in association with 
scholars, NGOs and journalists over three decades. But the movement 
cannot go further in terms of state and policy advocacy due to unstable 
political situations. The movements got exhausted and the community 
forest draft was not approved by the state. Therefore, they changed their 
movement strategy, turning from movement and protest at national level 
to their own community at local level. By shifting contesting terrain from 
national scale to local level, most of their activities are about everyday 
forms of resistance (Scott, 1985) such as negotiation with authorities rath-
er than direct movement and resistance to state power (Sae Chua, 2014).

In mid-May 2016, the Community Development Centre organized 
a meeting at Te La Kroh village. There were about 25 people, both men 
and women, who came from neighboring villages, which are members 
of local sub-watershed network, to participate in the meeting. Men and 
women sat down to form a big circle in a house of the sub-watershed 
network leader. During discussion, I realized that the group of men has 
likely retreated from their work within and beyond their village be-
cause the front line of the working team is the old generation who has 
run the network for decades. Meanwhile, the new generation to con-
tinue their duties has not emerged strongly. Pa Te Lerd (pseudonym), 
an elderly leader, expressed his main concern, desperately saying,

	 I have continually worked and been in a leadership position for many 
years. Many of my friends have gotten older and so they are not able to con-
tinue working. They already quit their work in the network. On the other 
hand, the younger generation persons are very few. Should the network be 
abolished or not? What do you guys think? (Observation, 19 May 2016).

	 By contrast, the women’s group is energized by their numerous 
benefit-raising activities for families. They have enthusiasm for social 
life of the community. While being engaged with people-state-mar-
ket negotiations, the Karen women actively took it upon themselves 
to achieve higher incomes. But many of them still did not get full Thai 
citizenship, meaning that their mobility continues to be constrained.



ASR: CMU Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities (2017) Vol. 4 No.2 185

	 However, their association with community men for joint action
is not smooth or easy; it is in fact riddled with many challenges.
Noh Somsri (pseudonym), a member of the women’s group, raised
her issues in the meeting, saying,

	 The problem is that those who went to join trainings went back with 
no rice to eat. How are we going to survive? Also meetings often took place 
outside our communities where women couldn’t participate, even though 
we would like to. Women are worried about who’s gonna take care of home, 
raise kids, feed pigs, and the other concerns if we go out to the meeting 
venue. (Observation, 19 May 2016).

	 Furthermore, women still need men’s help in terms of emotional 
support. Noh Somsri reflected on her loneliness, saying,

	 Women really lack knowledge. We cannot read, so how can we go to 
Chiang Mai, or Bangkok to attend meetings. We don’t really know how to 
get the right bus. We must have someone to go with us. Having, at least, a 
man to lead us will be fine. (Observation, 19 May 2016).

	 In some cases, the Karen women not only feel lonely, but also are 
oppressed by men. Some women are able to go out, traveling to attend 
meetings or field trips organized by NGOs and networks. Nevertheless, 
traveling out of the village with a man or having a meeting with other 
men tends to be seen as immoral according to strong traditional beliefs. 
	 In brief, Karen villagers in the communities along the Thai-Burmese 
border still have a traditional way of life of sharing cross-border livelihood 
resources and culture with others. However, their daily life is precarious. 
First, the Thai and Burmese governments try to keep the borderlands 
free of people’s unrest and resistance against the government, fearing 
that these may turn into conflict between the state and people. However, 
disputes and conflicts between ethnic people, state agencies of both sides 
still happen. Second, the Karen ethnic people in the Salween borderlands 
can no longer claim community rights to protect their livelihoods and 
environment due to the 2010 military coup d’état that interrupted the 
community rights act. The government centrally consolidated power to 
control forestland that, in turn, separated villagers from their resources 
when they lost their power to control and manage them.		
	 At the community level, the ethnic Karen women co-work with 
the men in their community to make a living and protect their rights 
and environment, as well as trying to work with local NGO activists
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in order to receive entitlement to citizenship in the negotiation with 
state agencies. In their view, having full Thai citizenship is a means 
to get access to state services and the labor market. In fact, daily mo-
bility is a kind of women’s survival strategy, but the government 
has taken greater control over their movement for security and de-
velopment reasons (Pearson & Kusakabe, 2013; Kusakabe & Vong-
phakdy, 2014). In reality, they still keep traveling beyond their vil-
lage space, even without getting permission from the authorities.
	 Moreover, ethnic Karen women have faced difficulties making
their livelihoods secure during struggles against the state’s forest
conservation scheme and the dam investors. Working with men in 
communities to motivate environmental and political actions can be
awkward to maneuver. Women’s intention of community participation 
is opened to conjecture about being unfaithful, having been caught 
in mobility, and expressing emotional needs.

Karen women’s voices: Two case studies
	 The life and activities of two ethnic Karen in their communities 
were selected to narrate with respect to caring for their future and their 
survival strategy as a way of resistance to state-led development and 
negotiating with their male partners under the precarious situation in 
which they live.
	 Moh Yupin: “We are the eggs, and government is stone”. Moh 
Yupin, 67 years old, has been living in Saw Min Dong village. I first met 
her in 2009, and she told me about her life and the borderlands situation 
almost 60 years ago. Her father was with the first group of Karen families 
to settle down together as a village and she is the second generation. Her 
father was education-minded and wished to raise his children to become 
models of educated Karen. During that time when she was young, it was 
possible to travel quite freely across the border until the military battles 
took place. She said,

	 At that time I was 10 years old and I was very small. My father sent 
me to school. I considered going to high school at Noh Yu Tha in Burma 
because my English was so good. But a teacher said that I was too young to 
go there, that it was too far. So I studied at a closer place along with three 
friends who were older than I. We studied mathematics, English, Burmese 
and Shan languages, but not Thai. We stopped many times when Burmese 
(soldiers) invaded and confiscated Karen lands. The school was destroyed. 
Then I came back to stay in Thailand, and I didn’t know what to do. I really 
wanted to study, but I couldn’t. So I moved to live with my siblings in a 
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village close to Mae Sariang town and I went to study informal education 
there. I also learned typing, which is not useful now. I totally forgot it. I 
thought that my studying was useless. And you can see that political and 
military conflicts have continued until now. (Interview, 8 July 2009).

	 It is very challenging for villagers to deal with the Salween 
hydro-power dam projects. They have run anti-project campaigns both 
locally and at the national level, as well as joining the anti-Salween dam 
networks. They (mostly males) have sometimes participated in interna-
tional campaigns. However, Moh Yupin tends to perceive the dam proj-
ects in another way. As she put it,

	 I cannot be against the dam, but I myself disagree with dam construc-
tion. We are the eggs, and government is a stone. The eggs break when they 
hit the stone. When the stone hits the eggs, the eggs are broken. Hence, we 
will break down for sure if we confront the government. (Hengsuwan, 
2012).

	 For her, compared to the government, she is so powerless that the 
only thing she can do to deal with dam projects is to pray to God for mer-
cy. She said, “If the dam is built, it means God allows the dam builders 
to succeed. Nowadays, villagers keep praying to God in church, asking 
Him to stop the Salween dam projects”. (Hengsuwan, 2012).

	 The underlying message of what she said is that the villagers be-
long to and are political subjects of the state, which should recognize 
them. Moh Yupin imagines that the Thai government should be a pro-
tector that would prevent any danger or harm from coming to their vil-
lages, rather than threatening villagers. However, she does not directly 
pressure the government. Instead she conducts caring activities at the 
community level. The women’s group in Saw Min Dong is very active in 
running schooling for their children. She has worked to teach the young 
generation both religion and education for many years, saying,

	 I am very happy that our children are interested in education
and religious beliefs for their life. We come to live together
and practice religion every day. I tell the kids to study the Bible,
and I teach them songs. (Interview, 14 February 2010).



ASR: CMU Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities (2017) Vol. 4 No.2188

Generally, the government rarely provides education in very re-
mote villages. Instruction in education and religion that Moh Yupin has 
done stems from her own personal intention to prolong her village’s life 
and ethnicity. On the one hand, Moh Yupin’s activities show that Karen 
women engage in socialization in the public sphere, where men accept their 
position. On the other hand, the community became a site of struggle as the 
meaning of home is constructed by active females. Moreover their male 
partners in the community do not resist this daily survival strategy. In doing 
so, the different voices raised by women should be heard and recognized.

Figure 2. Moh Yupin joining children teaching class at night.

	 Noh Luedee: “We learn to improve ourselves”. Noh Luedee, age 
30, is an active woman leader of Muang Mean village. She and neigh-
bouring women initially formed a group to run agricultural production 
and economic activities to increase their families’ wealth in 2012.	
	 The Community Development Centre has worked with villagers 
on certain issues – entitling citizenship; land, water, and forest issues; and 
women’s and youth issues. Recently, it has been running women’s groups 
in the villages. The project is supported by Kindernothilfe Organisation 
in Germany to help the women create micro-credit organizations, launch 
small businesses, and find solutions to their problems. They introduced the 
project to Karen females and some women volunteered to do the activities.
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	 In joining this program, women have the opportunity to strength-
en their potential, and even increase their power to negotiate with the 
men in their family and at the community level. They realize that they 
gained economic and social benefits from it. I found that they are well 
organised. After receiving training, they set up a micro-credit group on 
4 May 2015. Two groups of micro-credit organizations were formed. The 
first has 15 members, called Sho Ka Phor which means “bright women 
lead”. The second has 11 members, and called Phor Mue Lae Ler Ya which 
means “women can lead”. Noh Luedee told me their proud story,	

	 Each member has to pay a daily fee of 10 baht. At the beginning, 
we felt there was no economic channel. We didn’t know how to run a 
business. But within a year, we had saved about 20,000 baht. The activ-
ities that we have done include growing vegetables and selling them to 
the school in our community to make lunch for students. We also sold tea 
and coffee at a school sports day. We are now learning to improve our-
selves to support our family and community. (Interview, 14 July 2016).

	 Basically, their lives are based on a subsistence economy and sell-
ing agricultural productions, fishing, and labor outside the village. Sav-
ing money and micro-credit groups’ activities are another channel for 
them to increase their income. Therefore, micro-credit groups in the com-
munity can be seen as constructive spaces of ‘women-for-themselves’ 
(Agrawal, 2015). It is a mode of responsiveness to improve their family’s 
quality of life and income. They also run business activities to accumulate 
money and share profits among the members. Significantly, their spirit 
and mind are growing, strong, and confident, in terms of knowing self, 
that they are visible subjects which are accepted by men in their family 
and community. For example, Noh Luedee’s husband observed that wom-
en are important driving forces leading their community into the future.
	 Even though women’s roles and movement are restricted by the 
double burdens of gender and ethnicity as “the other”, Karen women 
try to overcome these burdens to make a living for the time being. Since 
NGOs have come to work with them, they have had more opportuni-
ties to learn and gain experience outside their community. Particularly, 
they have searched opportunities to acquire Thai citizenship recognized 
by the Thai state, which is very important for them to access basic gov-
ernment services and labour markets. They are constructing a mean-
ing of home that will not be destroyed by hydropower development 
for the future generations. Moreover, they are forming small women’s 
groups by incorporating their family activities into community econo-
mies and launching small businesses to empower women themselves.
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Figure 3. Noh Luedee and her friends in Muang Mean hosting.

DISCUSSION
	 The study focuses on how the women survive and respond to
precarious situations and gender norm regulations which they 
experience on a daily basis. Women have used negotiating strategies,
teaching education and religion, and organizing micro-credit groups,
within the given precarious situation.

Women’s agency and strategies for survival
	 Gender regimes direct the way in which gender roles are situated 
in a society through gender-special practices15 (Connell, 1987; Counsell, 
2016). Accordingly, Connell (1987) proposes that accomplishment of 
gender depends on the social context in which women and men have dif-
ferent behaviors that respond to different social expectations. Karen men 
perform masculine character and male roles as breadwinner and leader 
of the family. Karen women’s roles include those of childcare, kinship, 

15People display their gender, which is an idealized masculine or feminine notions. 
However, that they themselves are not natural, essential, or biological, but constructed 
in nature, reinforces notions of gender as an ‘essential’ characteristic (Hazelsapien, 2014).
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sex, recreation, provider and housekeeper. In this regard, doing gender 
is unavoidable (West & Zimmerman, 1987).
	 Karen women have tried to overcome the double burden of gen-
der and ethnicity, by negotiating their position with men in the commu-
nity and the state. The data shows that Karen women’s caring acts as 
survival strategies can turn against the hydropower development of the 
states and capitalists, whereas they act as agency within the limits of the 
gender norms that they cannot escape from (Mahmood, 2004). Women 
are raising their voices through caring narratives, thereby articulating a 
hegemonic state discourse of development and gender norms of Karen 
ethnicity. As political subjects, they are reflexive about what they have 
done intentionally and experienced internally, in relation to men. How-
ever, as a different voice (Gilligan, 1982), Karen women speak out with 
their caring ethics in terms of responsible care for relationships, bind-
ing interconnected vulnerable selves (Botti, 2015) with awareness and 
understanding of the situation taking place around them, which is not 
totally dominated by male bias. To some extent, we can conceptualize 
these women as exercising female agency (Danius, Jonsson & Spivak, 
1993) responsible for caring for others, not dominated by the patriarchal 
system, but negotiating with and resisting it (Mahmood, 2004).
	 Generally the “sexual division of labour” lies in the binary vision 
of the domestic and the public. However, we cannot absolutely separate 
women’s roles and activities in everyday life (McDowell, 1983; Agarwal 
1994; Massey, 1995; Devika, 2006; Botti, 2015). Karen women express 
most concretely at household and community levels rather than out-
side of community spaces. While they represent themselves as the weak 
who need state protection, they criticize the state for not taking care of 
them, which is a women’s tool “everyday life resistance” (Scott, 1985). 
They seek choices in exercising decision making by their participation in 
groups and organizations. Working with their group encourages wom-
en to reclaim the power to build self-empowerment enabling them to 
achieve self-directed goals (Mahmood, 2004).

Villagers’ voices to resist the state-led development programmes
Villagers view the Salween River as a woman and as a liv-

ing, sacred river. Ai Kai (pseudonym), a villager of Muang Mean, said,

It flows from the sacred mountain in the shape of a woman’s va-
gina. She has periods with blood coming out every month and flowing 
down. The Salween River becomes red in April every year. There are also 
seven underground streams from that mountain flowing into the Sal-
ween and those are sacred streams, one of which is very sacred and pure. 
If you drink water from it, you will be blessed. (Hengsuwan, 2012).
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To the Karen people, this perception of the Salween River reflects 
the co-existence of humans and nature in the way that they rely on na-
ture and thus are obliged to protect nature. The developers, however, 
view the Salween solely as a natural resource with enormous reserves 
for generating hydro-electric power, or view the forest as commodity 
for exploitation to enable economic growth. These different perceptions 
have led to conflict and affected villagers’ ability to control resource 
utilization (Vandergeest & Peluso, 1995; Peluso & Vandergeest, 2001). 

Women’s roles and responsibilities are not limited to the house-
hold level, but extend to the community as they have participated in 
and engaged with community rights and environmental protection 
campaigns. In the case of contested terrain of land and forest in Chiang 
Mai, Karen women are very active and have taken positions of resistance 
leaders (Trakarnsuphakorn, 2008). Likewise, Karen women living along 
the courses of the Salween River and tributaries have engaged in pro-
tecting community rights and environment in the Salween borderlands.

While Karen women have tried voicing their emotional sup-
pression and loneliness, civil society has paid insufficient attention to 
their life and position in society. It is an intersectionality of ethnicity, 
unrecognized citizenship, male domination, and invisible subjects in 
hydropower development that indicates diversity and heterogeneity 
among women. It is time to fundamentally rethink relations between 
the environmental movement and women’s issues since NGO activ-
ists have attempted to encourage local women to engage in communi-
ty rights movements and anti-dam campaigns but without serious con-
cern for their life experiences. For this reason, intersectionality should 
be deployed as women are diverse regarding daily survival activi-
ties and participation in development initiatives supported by NGOs.

CONCLUSION
From qualitative information and content analysis, several conclu-

sions can be made. First, the villagers have been living under precarious 
situations imposed by the military’s national security policies, political 
conflict in Burma creating IDP and refugees across the Thai-Burmese 
border, dam development by states and capitalists, forest conservation
policies implemented by the Thai government, and economic pressure
to earn a living.

Second, Karen women have created strategies to survive these 
situations. At the same time they have engaged equally with men in such 
actions as raising their voices about the Thai citizenship registration pro-
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cess, joining the anti-dam campaign, and trying to express themselves as 
subjects of state. Men and women also collaborate in creating mobility 
strategies, i.e. fleeing as IDPs and refugees and moving out of the 
community to get jobs in towns and cities. Importantly, women have
created their own communal space in terms of development activities
and youth education as well as empowering their own groups in
running micro-credit enterprises.

However, at the same time, their survival strategies have cer-
tain limitations, as the process of citizenship entitlement is slow 
and complicated. Moreover, Karen women’s engagement in cam-
paigns outside the community still face oppression from men.
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