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“Shocking images of drowned Syrian boy show 
tragic plight of refugees” is a headline of The 

Guardian on September 3, 2015.1 Reading this news 
reminded me of my engagements with young 
migrants  along the Thai-Burmese borderland during 
2008–11 when I continuously—almost every week—
went to work as a researcher, a teacher, and some-
one who hoped to offer a little help.2 For three years, 
I was also teaching in what the Thai state calls a 
“temporary shelter area” named Blae Koh, as well as 
conducting research on youth and music therein.3 It 
was the plight of those displaced that have driven 
me to directly learn from them since 2000.4 

Going back to the borderland again in 2008, one 
of a few main questions that guided me was: How 
should one understand the displaced’s socialization 
of the young? I was attempting to come to terms with 
the intertwining relations between identity, music, 
and socialization as well as ways in which such rela-
tions affect the displaced’s conceptions and experi-
ences of “home,” especially those of the young 
Karens in Blae Koh.5 This short article aims to dis-
cuss a methodological conundrum of the nexus 
between the notions of youth and voice. 

Bambi Schieffelin defines socialization as an 
“interactive process between knowledgeable mem-
bers and novices (children) who are themselves 
active contributors to the meanings and outcomes of 
interactions with others” (1990, 17). But in the case 
of displaced people, such is not the case; as every-

one, old or young, “are learning how, or are being 
(re)socialized, to live in a new way.”6 Focusing on the 
young as parts of an ethnic nationality who were 
“unhooked from the reinforcing context of ‘their’ 
place” (Diehl 2002, 8), my research then aimed to 
illuminate these “new ways” of the exceptional 
lives—lives that had been forced to leave home. 

The notion of the young is not easily settled, how-
ever. Not only did my research agree with Bluebond-
Langner and Korbin (2007) that a continued prob-
lematization of the nature and development of an 
individual must be maintained, but also the defini-
tions of the terms child, youth, and childhood cannot 
be easily settled.7 Hence, “youngness” was treated 
in my research with awareness that there was always 
a tension between youth as a chronological age as 
opposed to as a social construct.8 In effect, the 
diversities that distinguished one young person from 
another were “as important and as significant as the 
commonalities they might share” (James and James 
2004, 16). It is critical to retain the tension as an exis-
tence called youth encompasses both a physical 
aspect and cultural codes signified by it. In other 
words, the young need to be treated “very special” 
(i.e., need more care and protection) since many of 
them cannot “take care” of themselves, especially 
the very young. Because of this physical condition, 
the young are often considered as the “incomplete” 
of the grown-up. They are on the way toward adult-
hood and are measured against “an excessively ide-
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alized version of adult autonomy, independence, and 
maturity.” The younger they are, the more innocent 
they are–in need of protection.9 Yet, “taking care” is 
as much a cultural act as—if not more than—it is a 
physical imperative. But the socialization theory gen-
erally relies only on the physiognomy of youth with-
out being adequately cognizant that vulnerability is a 
cultural meaning. When the young are treated as 
signifiers of vulnerability without any qualifications, it 
disregards their potential and ability to be powerful 
social actors and cultural producers.10 In other 
words, vulnerability is a cultural sign that each soci-
ety enacts and reenacts on the existence of the 
young. We, therefore, have witnessed many interna-
tionally ardent campaigns to protect young people. 
The young are “constituted as…agent[s] or…
catalyst[s] by which the survival of the whole com-
munity is secured”; they signify “fragility of human 
life and its future” and, often, the words they speak 
“lie encapsulated the innocence and authenticity of 
the human condition, fast being lost to the adult 
world.”11 They are the cultural bearers of each eth-
nicity, society, or nation. “[I]n times of conflict, war, 
and social upheaval,” therefore, “children can 
become bearers of huge social anxieties” (Dubinsky 
2007, 145). The grown-up often forget how much 
cultural weight children “have to carry on their frail 
shoulders” (ibid., 144). 

Nonetheless, the body of research exploring the 
young’s lives most familiar to anthropologists is, by 
and large, the literature on socialization. For this 
body of knowledge, which perceives the young 
through an adult lens by focusing on the adult’s influ-
ence on the young “achieving” it, the young’s activi-
ties are casted as auxiliary or subordinate. For 

instance, in his “Why don’t anthropologists like Chil-
dren?” Lawrence A. Hirschfeld aptly articulates: 
“Socialization theory—the idea that adult disposi-
tions are achieved largely through adult interventions 
in children’s lives—... obstructs the appreciation of 
the contribution children make to the acquisition of 
cultural sensibilities” (Hirschfeld 2002, 614). As 
“adults-in-the-making,” the young have both been 
treated, on the one hand, as “culturally incompetent 
creatures, who are, at their most interesting, simply 
‘appendages to adult society’” (ibid., 613; Cf. James 
and Prout 1997). On the other hand, they are per-
ceived as possessing no mastery of their own cul-
ture, but in transition to culture—only adults “own” 
the means of cultural reproduction (Hirschfeld 2002, 
614). In this regard, although there has been the 
need to listen to the young’s voices, “all too often 
those voices are silenced” by images of the young 
that “cling to the more traditional, developmental dis-
course” of the young’s incompetence, rather than 
competence, as social actors (James 2007, 266). As 
a consequence, discussion of the young is “typically 
transformed into talk about adults and the ways they 
organize the environment” in which the young 
develop “so as to facilitate the acquisition of the cul-
tural competence appropriate to the society in which 
they live” (Hirschfeld 2002, 614). 

With this kind of awareness, my research was a 
part of an emerging anthropology of children and 
childhoods, which not only incorporates children’s 
views and perspectives, but also dovetails well with 
anthropology’s long-standing orientations toward 
emic view and multivocity—hence, contributing to an 
attempt to understanding kaleidoscopic landscape 
of human societies under studied.12 This, in fact, 

My classroom when I was teaching in the camp.
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should not come as a surprise, given anthropology’s 
experience of researching, theorizing, and writing 
about “the other”—when the young, especially the 
very young, have more often than not been consid-
ered as otherness to adults (James 2007, 262). Like 
a few studies in this regard, my research project on 
youth and music, in effect, “move[ed] away from 
relying on statements by adults about children’s 
worlds and experiences and, instead, toward consid-
ering statements by children themselves”13—surely, 
not without a lot of obstacles. The act of listening to 
the young was accompanied by awareness on the 
social and cultural constraints in operation at the 
time of listening (Bluebond-Langner and Korbin 
2007). Moreover, the study was well aware of three 
critically interlocking issues when conducting this 
kind of research—“giving voice to the young”: 
homogenization of “the young” is greatly problem-
atic; readily accessible and apparent voice is impos-
sible; and the young’s active collaboration in the 
research process is, thus a necessity and, highly 
productive (James 2007). 

First, the study did not clump the young together 
as members of a category and disregarding their 
races, classes, and ethnicities, among others, so 
that a singular category was not “made to masquer-
ade for all children” (ibid., 262). Had we homoge-
nized them, we would have not attempted to give 
them “greater audibility and visibility as social actors 
inhabiting a variety of different social worlds.” More-
over, the young would have simply been disempow-
ered; and “their voices rendered silent once more.”14 
Second, because the young’s voices and concerns 
are not immediately accessible and apparent. There 
are always complexities of the ways in which chil-
dren’s interests are represented: by whom their 
voices are represented, and for what purposes. I was 
therefore well aware that as the writer of my text, I, an 
adult “retain[ed] control over which children’s voices” 
were “given prominence and over which parts of 
what children have to say” were to be presented 
(ibid., 265). Or it is, in James Clifford’s words, “the 
ethnographer who in the end assumes an executive, 
editorial position” (Clifford 1988, 51). Precisely, 
because of this complexity, the third issue of the 
young taking part as co-researchers becomes criti-
cal. The whole question of “voice” in conducting 
research assumes, implicitly, the young’s active col-
laboration in the research process: a research is car-
ried out with the young more than on the young.15 
This is because, by presenting the young’s perspec-
tives, youth research is not only about making the 
young’s voices “heard in this very literal sense,” but 
also about exploring the forms and characteristics 
that the “voice” gets enunciated. Such forms and 
characteristics, in turn, constitute the subjectivity of 

each young person: “how that voice both shapes 
and reflects the ways in which…[the young are]…
understood, and therefore the discourse within 
which…[the young]…find themselves within any 
society” (James 2007, 266). 

With all these theoretical and methodological ori-
entations, my study on youth and music in a “tempo-
rary shelter area” was open for the so-called unset-
tling notions: for instances, the young are perceived 
not only aggressed against, but also as aggressor 
(e.g., child soldiers [Rosen 2007]); the young are not 
only acted upon by adults, but are also “agents of 
political change and cultural interpretation and 
change” (Bluebond-Langner and Korbin 2007, 242). 
Such complexity informed the direction of the 
research project so as to ensure that the young were 
then ascribed with agency and competency. 
Acknowledging the young’s conscious decisions to 
participate in all kinds of activities was thus crucial. 
As “thousands of children and youth caught up in 
armed warfare who are committing horrible crimes,” 
how should they be seen: “as innocent victims of 
political circumstance who should be protected and 
forgiven,” or “as moral agents who should be held 
responsible for their actions?” (Rosen 2007, 304) 
Hence, by not acknowledging the young’s conscious 
decision to participate in such violence, “with all the 
attendant positive and negative pressures,” we are 
inclined to fail to respect the young and to recognize 
their agency.16
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Notes

1 September 2, 2015. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/
sep/02/shocking-image-of-drowned-syrian-boy-shows-
tragic-plight-of-refugees. Accessed September 3, 2015.

2 In this article, the Republic of the Union of Myanmar is called 
“Burma/Myanmar” in order to acknowledge the official 
name, Myanmar, as well as to emphasize traces of the 
 Burmese junta’s attempt to Burmanize the whole social fab-
ric of this land, which has also had a deep impact on both a 
variety of peoples and spaces along the Thai-Burmese/
Myanmar border. Nonetheless, for reason of brevity, the term 
Thai-Burmese is used rather than the longer formula of Thai-
Burmese/Myanmar.

3 See my first research experiences in the “temporary shelter 
area” during 2000–01 in Decha (2003; 2007). There are two 
reasons for using quotation marks for the term “temporary 
shelter area.” First, the term temporary negates a reality that 

shelter areas along the Thai-Burmese borderland were offi-
cially established in 1984 and hence have been in existence 
for 30 years. An entire generation was born and raised dur-
ing that time. Hence, the term temporary does not capture 
this reality, though one could understand that it is the Thai 
state’s intention to emphasize the temporariness of the resi-
dence of those staying in these spaces and on Thai soil. 
Second, people who have come to be involved with these 
shelter areas call them “camps.” In 2001, while I was inter-
viewing the Ministry of Interior’s (MOI) personnel who super-
vised a shelter area, I unconsciously called the shelter 
“camp” and was corrected by the MOI personnel almost 
every time I uttered the word “camp.” Moreover, since Thai-
land is not a signatory of the 1951 Convention Relating to 
the Status of Refugees as well as the 1967 Protocol Relating 
to the Status of Refugees, the term “refugee” is not part of 
the  official lexicon of the Thai state, which designated forci-
bly displaced peoples from Burma/Myanmar, as “people 
fleeing fighting.” Nonetheless, although the term “refugee 
camp” is not officially used by the Thai state’s apparatuses, 
it has been used by a variety of people who have come to 
be involved with these shelter areas (see more details in 
Decha 2007). 

4 See Decha (2003; 2006; 2010a). 

5 See Decha (2010b; 2013; 2015).

6 Diehl (2002, 16); Cf. Tefferi (2007) for discussion on tension 
 adolescence encounter during the process of achieving 
social adulthood simultaneously as gaining assistance 
through presenting themselves as children.

7 Bluebond-Langner and Korbin (2007, 245). See also other 
articles in this special volume of American Anthropologist 
109(2).

8 Cf. e.g., Chatty et al. (2005); James (2007); James and Prout 
(1997). 

9 Rosen (2007); see also e.g., Hirschfeld (2002); James (2007); 
Jenks (1996).

10 See, e.g., Black (1994); Bluebond-Langner and Korbin 
(2007); Christensen (2000); James (2007); Rosen (2007). 

11 Christensen (2000, 42); James (2007, 261); see also Jenks 
(1996, 73); James and Prout (1997); Cf. Clifford (1988); Clif-
ford and Marcus (1986).

12 See e.g., Bluebond-Langner and Korbin (2007).

13 Bluebond-Langner and Korbin (2007, 243). However, in chil-
dren’s statements, my research project was aware of: 
“selectivity of representation, uncritical quoting, polyphony 
of voices, whose point is being made” (e.g., mine or that of 
the children that I studied), whose agenda is being served 
(mine, children’s, or those of the humanitarian agencies in 
the “temporary shelter area”) (ibid.). In other words, I was 
well aware of the extent to which “the rhetorical power that 
‘the voice of the child’ wields” (James 2007, 268). 

14 James (2007): see also James and James (2004). 
 In R. Morgan’s research (2005, 183), we learn that the young 

people interviewed in that study asserted that they wanted 
to be treated “as individuals, not an age group.”

15 Priscilla Alderson (2000) who conducted research on chil-
dren’s rights is one among those in the movement toward 
regarding children as researchers themselves: “as people 
who can carry out their own research projects into areas that 
are pertinent to their everyday lives” (James 2007, 262). Yet, 
Allison James reminds us of two issues: first, what Clifford 
Geertz calls “ethnographic ventriloquism: the claim to speak 
from within,” and, second, “text positivism” and “dispersed 
authorship” which seem to assume that research done by 
children is an authentic representation of children’s voice 
(ibid.; see also Geertz 1988, 145), 

16 Bluebond-Langner and Korbin (2007, 243); see also Rosen 
(2007). Yet, it should be noted as Rosen (ibid.) articulates in 
her study on child soldier that when war is seen as good, 
greater agency is ascribed to children’s participation in war 
than in times when it is seen as evil. The children are seen 
as a hero in the former, whereas they are considered as 
exploited victims in need of protection in the latter. 


