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ABSTRACT

This thesis aims to study changes and mobilities that have emerged in the Karens who
have lived along Thai-Burma borderlands for centuries. The study applied an anthropological
research to explore works and lives of two ‘Thai Karen’ musicians, S-raj Odd and Thue Po, and
their culture works in northern Thailand and border areas in Burma. The study also applied a life
story method and an ethnographic method to follow them to a place they made travels to perform
their music in particular in the border communities in Burma, the findings from this thesis are as
followed.

The power contexts of development, environmental problems and conflicts in natural
resource management are structural conditions that leads to changes in Karen’s ways of life in
northern Thailand. Within that contexts, Karen music and musicians have emerged and
developed, from traditional music, called Hta, their oral tradition which is part of their traditional
life, to modern Karen music and musicians. These modern Karen musicians have played an
important role in monitoring changes in their communities. And they have created songs which
reflected to Karen ways of life and used those songs in their movement, with NGOs who have
worked on social impacts from the highland development projects. Thus, modern Karen music is
seemed similarly to Thai song for life which is produced, by Thai Karens musicians, to reflect
social life and social problems among the Karens. The production and performance of modern

Karen musicians in the contexts of Thai nation state can be seen as the ways this minority



produce ‘a resistant discourse’ to counter the state’s discursive practice which is operated through
development projects. In such power contexts, modern Karen music have therefore become the
media and the instruments in the movements to create a cultural space for the Karens in Thai
society. These Karen musician’s culture works in the border arecas have shown cross border
networks between Thai Karens and Burmese Karens which have been practiced through various
forms of social relation, namely kinship, friendship, colleagues, and ethnicity, even they have
different spoken languages but have similarly encountered to the common structural problems, as
the minority groups in Thailand and Burma.

All of these is a spontaneous process which has been gradually emerged and is enabling
modern Karen musicians from northern Thailand to travel across borders to work in the border
areas. Subsequently they also able to establish social relationships with Karen leaders and
musicians in Burma.

The thesis argument is to attempt to show that the roles of Hta, Karen’s traditional songs,
which has been developed as a new song in modern Karen music have played an important role in
Karen social movement. The study to understand Thai Karen musicians in border communities
along Thai-Burma borders and in Karen state in Burma shows that under the differences between
Thai Karens and Burmese Karens who have lived in these borderlands areas, the roles of Karen
songs and performing music are to create their ‘shared experience’. These are music across
borders and the music performance in itself have produced a space for the Karens to share their
experience and create social relations among them, which will be more complicated in the future.
In this sense, Karen music which is originated from Hta and Teiz Naj Kooz, when it is mixed with
modern music culture this new music has become an ideological tool and popular culture in their
everyday life. And this development of modern Karen music culture is significantly shown to us
cross border relations between the Karens who have lived on both sides of the national borders of
Thailand and Burma. Modern Karen music is a mirror which reflected to us a movement in life
among the Karens which is moved on beyond the national borders in the contexts of regional

development, towards ASEAN Community.



