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「仇視」之旅：基督宗教化的 Karen族群與 Karen ‒ Burman族裔間「敵
意」歷史回顧 

 
Decha Tangseefa∗ 

 

摘要 

就研究論文的寫作而言，本論文試圖呈現另類的途徑，即結合「講歷史」

與「讀世界」的途徑，以傳統連結後結構主義，並以Walter Benjamin的哲理
闡釋 Karen人與 Burman人兩族群的關係。本文旨在論述緬甸國內兩個族群：
Karen與 Burman（緬）族群之間的「敵視過程」，時間界定從阿瓦王國到英國
殖民統治，到後來緬甸獨立止。本論文的論述分為三個層次：首先，談論 Karen
人如何透過其基督宗教化，從一個沒有教育且文盲轉變為受教育識字的族

群。第二，解析這些基督宗教化受過教育的 Karen 人如何強化下階層 Karen
族人與掌權的緬族人之間的敵視；而且由於英國殖民與基督宗教化的關係，

使得許多 Karen 族人脫離下階層社會，甚至開始掌權。第三，緬族與 Karen
族之間的仇視長久以來存在於泰緬邊界地區，即所謂的泰國難民營內外，特

別是在 Karen人掌權的 Blae Koh營地，任何講緬甸語的族群在此地區的生活
都比以前更加支離破碎，因為 Karen人會以耳監控，形成所謂的「聽覺政治」。
簡言之，本文整合上述三種概念：記憶、宗教與種族，加以解析論述這一種

衝突。基本上，本文雖然依據「Benjaminism」學派史學理論 (Benjaminian 
historiography)做論述，但是刻意模糊人文學科中各領域之間的界限，如歷史、
人類學以及政治學等學科理論。 

																																																								
∗ Associate Professor, Center for Southeast Asian Studies (CSEAS), Kyoto University（京都大學東南
亞研究中心副教授） 
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Memory	of	Animus:	An	Introduction1 	

It was the Christmas Eve at Palaw village between Tavoy and Mergui toward 
the end of Burma’s independent year of 1948. As villagers began their worship and 
celebration before midnight, grenades were thrown in the church by Burmese 
police. A narrative written by BaSaw Khin, published by the Karen National 
League (KNL) based in San Francisco, reproduced the scene: 

The Burmans had completely surrounded the church and those who did not 
die inside were shot down with machine guns as they fled the church. The 
whole village was also torched and set ablaze. As it turned out, the villagers 
had been disarmed earlier by the Burmese Police, using a trusted Karen 
officer who accompanied them as a ruse, with assistance given and fully 
endorsed by the latter, apparently in good faith. The elders conceded and 
handed over all their arms and ammunition. A very tragic mistake that costs 
[sic] over 300 lives.2  

																																																								
1 I would like to express my sincere appreciation to the reviewer for his/her valuable comments. As 

always, I owe the displaced Karens – especially those who, until now, cannot choose to stay where 
they feel “at home” – a debt of gratitude. 

  Unless otherwise stated, this writing piece is an attempt to develop from my earlier works, 
especially Decha Tangseefa, “Imperceptible Naked-Lives and Atrocities: Forcibly Displaced 
Peoples and the Thai-Burmese in-between Spaces” (PhD thesis, University of Hawaii at Manoa, 
2003); “Shattering A Nation‒State’s Storyline: Historical Karens & Their Subjectification” (The 
18th International Association of Historians of Asia (IAHA) Conference, Taipei, 2004); “Death at a 
Margin: Death of the Margins?” (‘What Keeps Us Apart, What Keeps Us Together: International 
Order, Justice Values,’ Slovenia, 2008); “Imperceptible Naked-Lives: Constructing a Theoretical 
Space to Account for Non-Statist Subjectivities,” in Shampa Biswas and Sheila Nair ed., 
International Relations and States of Exception: Margins, Peripheries and Excluded Bodies (New 
York: Routledge, 2010), pp. 39-116. 

  It must be noted at the outset that when the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) 
changed the country’s official name to “Myanmar” in 1989, it also promoted the use or spellings of 
many other names in styles closer to the Burmese language, including those of ethnic nationalities. 
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 successive Burmese 
juntas’ attempt to Burmanize the whole social fabric of this land that still have had impacts in quite 
a few communities in the country, including along the Thai-Burmese/Myanmar borderlands, spaces 
which are also one of this article’s emphasis. Yet, for reason of brevity, the term “Thai-Myanmar” 
borderland is used throughout. In the same light, “Karen” is used herein – instead of “Kayin” – 
because it has been the preference of many Karen communities, especially along the Thai-Myanmar 
border region. 

2 BaSaw Khin, Fifty Years of Struggle: Review of the Fight for a Karen State (San Francisco: Karen 
National League, 1999), p. 11, reproduced from Smith Dun, “Memoirs of the Four-Foot Colonel” 
(Southeast Asia Program, Dept. of Asian Studies, Cornell University, 1980) No. 113, p. 69. 
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This kind of discursive reproduction has been powerful in re-membering and 
hence, arguably, reconfirming the sense of animus that the Karens have had with 
the dominant Burmans.3 Since the book was published by Karen diasporas in a 
major city, the global readership of Karens can, to a large degree, have access to 
this narrative and this remembering, which re-members them as Karens’ “us” 
against Burmans’ “them.” Juxtaposing this kind of narrative with many Karens’ 
memories of animosity toward the Burmans below, one becomes aware of a 
constellation of memories of hatred that have been reified into a collective 
sentiment toward Burman “others.”4 Such constellation has existed through time 

																																																								
3 Though this article is mainly influenced by Walter Benjamin and Jacques Rancière, for the notions 

of identity and culture, the philosophical and/or theoretical stances of Jacques Derrida Gayatri 
Spivak, Arjun Appadurai and Homi K. Bhabha shape this article’s treatment of the two notions in 
the following ways (though Bhabha’s influence is discussed later in this article): First, names of all 
mentioned ethnicities are pluralized throughout. Such is a writing practice influenced by Derrida’s 
philosophy: There are always “the others within” a selfhood – no matter individual or collective – 
and any identity is self-differentiating (see, e.g., a conversation with Derrida in Jacques Derrida et 
al., “The Villanova Roundtable: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida,” in John D Caputo ed., 
Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 1997), pp. 1-30. This practice is to ensure that one does not essentialize and 
homogenize an ethnic identity. For example, the “Karens” as a group are “Karens” because there 
are more than one “Karenness-es” within each person as well as there are non-Karenness-es therein, 
too, e.g., Pwoness within Sgawness, Burmanness within Karenness – whether or not a Karen person 
is aware of it. In this light, this article proposes an “unusual” naming, e.g., the Britishes, the 
Siameses, being aware that they could look awkward. Second, identity is always performative. 
Inasmuch as identities are contingent on the performative, I deploy the term “Karens” as a signifier 
of those who enunciate and/or reenact “Karenness” – whatever this means during a particular 
historical context. In so doing, I wish to retain Gayatri Spivak’s notion that identities are 
strategically essentialized in encounters or political struggles. See, e.g., Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
and Elizabeth Grosz, “Criticism, Feminism, and the Institution,” in Sarah Harasym ed., The 
Post-Colonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues (New York: Routledge, 1990), p. 11. Third, 
any serious understanding of culture must not ignore three key dimensions: relationality; dissensus 
within some framework of consensus; and weak boundaries. That is, there is no strict 
distinctiveness of culture because: a) who we are is always in relation to others; b) with a 
conceptual understanding of who we are as a collective group, there are always dissensus within 
our group; and c) the boundary of who we are is always weak. Arjun Appadurai. The Future as 
Cultural Fact: Essays on the Global Condition (London: New York: Verso Books, 2013), pp. 
181-182. 

4 Memories of animosity have been well documented – at least since the Karens became “good sheep” 
of God in early part of the nineteenth century. See, e.g., Decha Tangseefa, “Imperceptible 
Naked-Lives and Atrocities: Forcibly Displaced Peoples and the Thai-Burmese in-between Spaces,” 
chapter 3. Apart from this piece, for my documentation and analyses of various aspects of such 
memories along the Thai-Myanmar borderlands during the first 15 years of this century, see my 
other articles: “Taking Flight in Condemned Grounds: Forcibly Displaced Karens and the 
Thai-Burmese in-between Spaces,” Alternatives : Global, Local, Political Vol. 31, No. 4 (2006), pp. 
29-405; “‘Temporary Shelter Areas’ and the Paradox of Perceptibility,” in Prem Kumar Rajaram 
and Carl Grundy-Warr eds., Borderscapes: Geographies and Politics at Territory’s Edge 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), pp. 231-262; “Imperceptible Naked-Lives: 
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and space: from many (war) zones inside the kingdom of Ava5 and, later, the 
Burmese/Myanmar nation-state to the globally cosmopolitan San Francisco.  

Located within such constellation of memories, this article portrays the 
becomingness of the Karens in relation to the Burmans. It traces the former’s 
becomingness when they were not hegemonic: first, how they became known as an 
indigenous ethnic group; second, how they became a nation. To reach such aim, the 
article first lays bare the instrumental discourses that essentialized the Karens as a 
unified indigenous ethnic group. In the second, the articles articulates Walter 
Benjamin’s historiography as well as his treatment of the nexus between danger 
and actuality. In this light, from this piece’s beginning till the end, I deploy a series 
of montages to narrate or theorize the politics of animus, by creating “a particular 
perspective of specific historical events, which is possible to interpret in any 
moment anew.”6 Such deployment is quintessentially Benjaminian: it is part of 
“the techniques of imagistic construction and composition.”7 In the third place, 
after discussing Jacques Rancière’s “the political,” the article narrates both an 
exemplary event of Karen subjectification and the conditions that enabled them to 
subjectify themselves as a nation. Images deployed herein, therefore, are both 
images of danger and images of hope.  

It must be noted at the outset, however, that this article is not a historical 
study in the empiricist tradition, whereby a historian substantiates their argument 
with empirical data. Trained in philosophy and political theory as well as started to 

																																																																																																																																													
Constructing a Theoretical Space to Account for Non-Statist Subjectivities,” In Shampa Biswas and 
Sheila Nair eds., International Relations and States of Exception: Margins, Peripheries and 
Excluded Bodies (New York: Routledge, 2010), pp. 116-139; “‘I Want to Stay Forever In You,’” in 
Su-Ann Oh ed., Borders and the State of Myanmar: Space, Power and Practice (Singapore: ISEAS, 
2016), pp. 82-261; Decha Tangseefa et al., “‘Nine Dimensions’: A Multidisciplinary Approach for 
Community Engagement in a Complex Postwar Border Region as Part of the Targeted Malaria 
Elimination in Karen/Kayin State, Myanmar,” Wellcome Open Research No.3 (2018) p. 116, 
https://doi.org/10.12688/wellcomeopenres.14698.1. For other narrations of the Karen-Burman 
relations mainly inside Burma/Myanmar, apart from the literatures already cited in this article, see, 
e.g., Mikael Gravers, “Conversion and Identity: Religion and the Formation of Karen Ethnic 
Identity in Burma,” in Mikael Gravers ed., Exploring Ethnic Diversity in Burma, NIAS Studies in 
Asian Topics Series, No. 39 (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2007), pp. 227-258; Mikael Gravers and 
Flemming Ytzen, eds., Burma/Myanmar: Where Now?, Nordic Institute of Asian Studies, Asia 
Insights Series, No. 3 (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2014), especially Part 2: Challenges to Unity; 
Ardeth Maung Thawnghmung, The “Other” Karen in Myanmar: Ethnic Minorities and the 
Struggle without Arms (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2012). 

5 For some illustrations of how memory of animus manifested in war zones, see my “Imperceptible 
Naked-Lives and Atrocities,” chapter 5; “Taking Flight in Condemned Grounds.” The two pieces 
provides some accounts resulting from my fieldwork in war zones in the fifth brigade of the Karen 
state at the beginning of 2001.  

6 Kia Lindroos, Now-Time/ Image-Space (Finland: SoPhi Academic Press, 1998), p. 48. 
7 Graeme Gilloch, Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002), p. 224. 
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learn to conduct ethnographic fieldwork in 2000 – albeit with quite a few 
drawbacks – I have attempted to combine the three disciplines’ methodological 
practices in order to differently learn about the world and differently tell a story. 
Moreover, having been exposed to Benjaminian historiography, I came to realize 
that his methodological practices offer a powerful way of telling stories of 
marginal peoples – or, in his language, the “oppressed.”  

With such orientation, since my first visit to the Thai-Myanmar borderlands in 
2000 – inside and outside a “temporary shelter area,” and on both sides of the 
state-boundary – stories I have heard as well as lives and landscapes I have 
witnessed have stimulated me to combine my theoretico-philosophical practices 
with my ethnographical experiences. As a methodological writing piece, therefore, 
this article narrates the memory of animus from the eighteenth century and, at the 
end, sets a scene for future study: Whether or not an appearance of memory of 
animus in a “temporary shelter area” during 2006-2010 signifies a continuous 
“journey of animus” between the Karens and the Burmans until the present. We 
begin this narration by tracing how the Karens first became the Karens that the 
world came to know. 

A	Typical	Classification	of	the	Karens	

In a typical western ethnographic classification, there were more than twenty 
subgroups of Karens with different dialects – in the land later known as the 
Burmese/Myanmar nation-state – living in the delta region of the mouth of 
Irrawaddy, which is the inner part of Burma, as well as in the hill region on the 
eastern part. According to John Cady, among the three major groups of the Karens 
– i.e., the Pwo, Sgaw, and the Bwe – the Pwo were the earliest Karen settlers who 
settled down in two separate areas. One group situated themselves in the centers of 
the Mon (Talaing) powers in the areas around the present-day cities of Thaton and 
Amherst located by the Gulf of Martaban, while the other settled down in the 
Bassein-Myaungmya areas of the delta region.8  

																																																								
8 John Frank Cady, “The Karens,” in Frank N. Trager and Associates eds., Burma Vol. 2 (New Haven: 

Human Relations Area Files, 1956), p. 826. According to the Rev. Harry Marshall, the Pwo group 
comprised the Pwo themselves and the Taungthus (who called themselves the Pa-O). The Rev. 
Marshalll’s ethnographic narrative, however, differs from that of Cady. For Marshall, the Pwo were 
found along the seacoast from Arakan to Mergui and were usually not seen more than fifty miles 
inland, except perhaps in Henzada. The Taungthus were found in a section of the Burma/Myanmar 
province running northward from Thaton into the Shan States beyond Taunggyi in Harry Ignatius 
Marshall, The Karen People of Burma: A Study in Anthropology and Ethnology Vol. 26 (Columbus: 
The Ohio State University Bulletin, 1922), pp. 1-3. Those who take a look at the geopolitical map 
of Burma/Myanmar should find that Amherst was later renamed Kyaikkami, Bassein became 
Pathein, Arakan renamed as Rakhine, Mergui became Beik, and Henzada was renamed as Hinthada. 
Moreover, Moulmein, the biggest city located between Thaton and Amherst, was also renamed as 
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As for the Sgaw, they first settled in the watershed between the Sittang and 
Salween Rivers but were eventually dispersed, driven westward to the Irrawaddy 
Delta by the Burmans of the Pagan dynasty in the eleventh century. Those Sgaw 
who had situated themselves in the Shan plateaus also escaped the Burmans of the 
Pagan dynasty and moved southward to the mountainous region later known as the 
Thai-Myanmar borderlands, extending as far south as Mergui. In the thirteenth 
century, the Shans pushed those who were still left in the Shan plateaus into the 
hills and southward down the Salween valleys.9 Hence, as Marshall asserts, the 
Sgaw group was the most numerous and most widely scattered of the Karens. They 
were found all through the Irrawaddy Delta, from the vicinity of Prome southward, 
and from the Arakan coast eastward to the neighborhood of Lakong in Siam and 
southward to the lowest point of the British possessions. He states further that only 
one dialect, with slight variations, was used throughout the region of southern 
Toungoo Hills.10 

For the Bwe, they settled in the area lying east of Toungoo to the Karenni 
subdivision.11 They were the only Karen group that never fell under Burman 
domination, and thus, according to Marshall, the area inhabited by them is the only 
one entitled to be called Karen territory.12 Marshall states also that because the 
areas where the Bwe were situated were very mountainous, one found the people 
broke up into small tribes whose dialect, dress, and customs differed. Nine of these 
tribes were enumerated in the 1911 Government census.13  

From the early histories of of the Karens until the 1950s, although many 
Karens lived among the more dominant and aggressive Mons and Burmans, the 
close proximity did not lead to assimilation.14 Among the three major groups of 
the Karens, the Pwo Karens of Amherst and Thaton districts (the so-called “eastern 
Pwo”) and those of the Delta region (the so-called “western Pwo”) were 
increasingly Burmaninzed.15 A subgroup of the Pwo, the Taungthus or Pa-O, 
																																																																																																																																													

Mawlamyine; it is one of the most important seaports by the Andaman Sea of the Indian Ocean. All 
these three cities are located not far from the Gulf of Martaban, which also was later renamed as 
Mottama. 

9 John Frank Cady, “The Karens,” pp. 826-830. 
10 Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of Burma, p. 1. 
11 John Frank Cady, “The Karens,” pp. 827, 831; Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of 

Burma, p. 3; Josef Silverstein, Burmese Politics: The Dilemma of National Union (New Brun- 
swick: Rutgers University Press, 1980), p. 16. 

12 Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karens of Burma, Burma Pamphlets No. 8 (London: Published for 
the Burma Research Society by Longmans, Green & Co., 1945), p. 2; Josef Silverstein, Burmese 
Politics: The Dilemma of National Union, p. 16. 

13 Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of Burma, p. 3. 
14 John Frank Cady, “The Karens,” pp. 828-832; cf. Josef Silverstein, Burmese Politics: The 

Dilemma of National Union, p. 16. 
15 John Frank Cady, A History of Modern Burma (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1958), p. 368, 
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adopted the Theravada Buddhism of the Mons at and early date.16 The Sgaw 
occupied the bridge position between the plain Karens, who were more or less 
Burmanized, and the more traditional groups living in the mountains, like the Bwe, 
who largely remained so-called Animists.17  

With this typical classification of the Karens, a question is: How should we 
tell the Karens’ histories? The answer for this paper is that we primarily follow two 
philosophers: Walter Benjamin and Jacques Rancière.  

Benjamin,	Danger,	and	Memory18	

[For] the destructive momentum in materialist historiography is to be 
conceived as the reaction to a constellation of dangers, which threatens both 
the burden of tradition and those who receive it. It is this constellation of 
dangers which the materialist presentation of history comes to engage. In this 
constellation is comprised its actuality.19 

There are three forms of historiography that Walter Benjamin emphasizes in 
his writings: historicism,20 orthodox historical materialism, and his own brand of 
																																																																																																																																													

note 38; Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of Burma, p. 3. 
16 John Frank Cady, “The Karens,” p. 828. 
17 John Frank Cady, A History of Modern Burma, p. 368, note 38; Harry Ignatius Marshall, The 

Karen People of Burma, p. 3. 
18 One of Benjamin’s main theoretico-philosophical concerns, throughout the forty-eight years of his 

life, was the nexus between the notions of history and time. Three main writings where this nexus 
predominantly occurs, as Michael Jennings in his Dialectical Images: Walter Benjamin’s Theory of 
Literary Criticism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), p. 44. points out are: 

a) “Trauerspiel and Tragedy,” in Marcus Bullock and Michael W. Jennings ed., Rodney Livingstone 
trans., Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings Vol 1 (1913-1926) (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap, 1996/ 
1916), pp. 55-57;  

b) “Eduard Fuchs, Collector and Historian,” in Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings eds., Walter 
Benjamin: Selected Writings, Vol. 3 (1935-1938) on the basis of a prior translation by Knut 
Tarnowski (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Belknap, 2002/1933), pp. 260-302;  

c) Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in Hannah Arendt and Harry Zohn, trans. 
& eds., Illumination (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968/1939-40), pp. 253-64. However, 
this theme occurs also in other works, especially Howard Eiland and Kevin Mclaughlin eds., The 
Arcades Project (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). 

  The dates after the slashes refer to the dates when the works were written in German. In thinking 
and writing through Benjamin, apart from relying on the four writings, I also refer to other sources 
including the preparatory notes for the Theses and correspondences between Benjamin and his 
friends. A major problem with employing this second set of sources is the non-existence of my 
German. I therefore had to rely on other writers’ citations and translation, which could be 
problematic, and I am open for any suggestion that might be coming my way from the readers.  

19 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 475 (N10a, 2) – the word “for” in the parenthesis 
belongs to the translator of this English version. 

20 Historicism was constructed between 1750 and 1850, emerging, as a problematic field of 
understanding history, to oppose the ‘imagined’ history, and instead introduced the history “as it 
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historical materialism. The first two presuppose the idea of homogenously 
continuous and empty temporality while his presupposes plurally disrupted and 
concrete temporalities.  

The empty-concrete contrariety stems from the location of the present 
experiences in relations to historical articulations. Temporal continuity and 
homogeneity of the first two historiographies discard or suppress disruptive 
elements and enigmatic temporalities: any aberrants that contaminate or destabilize 
the epic histories of the victors, in the case of historicism; any backwardness or 
pessimism that halt or undermine Marxist path toward the classless society. 
Consequently, not only does Benjamin’s historical materialism attack historicism, 
it also distances itself from orthodox historical materialism.21  

For Benjamin, there are three invalid axioms upon which the historicist vision 
is based:22 the claim to a “universal history” [Universalgeschichte]; the claim that 
historical object is “something which permits itself to be recounted;”23 and the 
claim that historical “empathy” must be insisted upon. The past, for the historicist, 
is thus readily identifiable, comprehensive and clearly given;24 and there is a 
temporal stability to historical truth. The past therefore appears perfect: it is 

																																																																																																																																													
was” (Kia Lindroos, Now-Time/ Image-Space, p. 55).Throughout the 1930s, historicism and the 
conception of history as progress move to the center of Benjamin’s attention. Historicism had 
developed, in the course of the nineteenth century, into a complex doctrine and spread beyond the 
discipline of history itself to become a core assumption of all the cultural and social sciences, 
particularly in Germany. John McCole, Walter Benjamin and the Antinomies of Tradition (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1993), p. 288. Benjamin’s critiques of historicism and the nineteenth 
century are therefore intertwined. The critique of the nineteenth century is, as he writes for instance, 
“not of its mechanism and cult of machinery but of its narcotic historicism, its passion for masks, 
in which nevertheless lurks a signal of true historical existence.” Walter Benjamin, The Arcades 
Project, p. 391 [K1a,6]. 

21 Moreover, as the orthodox historical materialism inherits its conception of time as homogenous 
continuum from both Christian theology and German idealism. Michael Jennings, Dialectical 
Images, p. 71 and passim; Kia Lindroos, Now-Time/Image-Space, p. 34. Benjamin’s struggle for 
the “‘true’ concept of history” also focuses its critique to such meaning given to history by the 
nineteenth century German idealism. Kia Lindroos, Now-Time/ Image-Space, p. 31. Referring to a 
letter between Benjamin and Gershom Scholem on May 6, 1934, Lindroos states that Benjamin’s 
historical materialism is a form whereby the historical dimension removed from the 
Hegelian-Marxist concept, in so doing gives more freedom than he considered was practiced in his 
contemporary Marxism. Kia Lindroos, p. 31. For the letter, see Walter Benjamin and Gershom 
Scholem, trans. Gary Smith and Andre Lefevere, The Correspondence of Walter Benjamin and 
Gershom Scholem, 1932-1940 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1992), pp. 109-112. 

22 Graeme Gilloch, Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations, p. 224; see also Kia Lindroos, 
Now-Time/ Image-Space, pp. 53-57. 

23 Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften, Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppenhauser eds. 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1972), Vel. I. 3: 1240, quoted in Graeme Gilloch, Walter 
Benjamin: Critical Constellations, p. 224. 

24 Graeme Gilloch, Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations, p. 224. 
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“finished, complete and free of contemporary impurities”; it is “readily and 
impartially open to narration”; and it consists in “uninterrupted improvement 
culminating in the enlightened present.”25  

The historicist describes the past “the way it really was” by establishing “a 
causal connection between various moments in history” and sequencing them “like 
the beads of a rosary” according to a homogenous logic of continuum.26 Being 
understood as a continuum characterized by evolution, advancement, and growth, 
the historicist’s history is a benign human progress. Benjamin fervently attacks the 
historicism: “Universal history has no theoretical armature. Its method is additive; 
it musters a mass of data to fill the homogeneous, empty time.”27 Hence, Gottfried 
Keller’s sentence “the truth will not run away from us” is countered by Benjamin’s 
“the true picture of the past flits by.”28 Instead of keeping with the idea of the 
“stability” of historical truth, Benjamin emphasized the singularity of historical 
moments. 

Benjamin’s historiographical reflections possess both destructive and 
constructive moments.29 First, they seek to critically engage with conventional 
historical practices and, specifically, to unveil the falsifications and 
phantasmagoria of historicism exemplified by Gottfried Keller and Leopold von 
Ranke.30 Second, they are concerned with the elaboration of a drastically new set 
of imperatives and techniques which provide for the genuine, materialist 
comprehension and representation of the past. These historiographical principles 
therefore powerfully bring together two of his most crucial and enduring motifs, as 
Graeme Gilloch puts them, “the continual ruination and reconfiguration of the past 
in the present – i.e., the concept of afterlife31 – and the techniques of imagistic 
construction and composition undertaken by the polytechnical engineer”32  

Consequently, the past for Benjaminian historical materialism is ceaselessly 
constructed “in its after life” and its image becomes a wellspring of, and hub for, 
contemporary struggle and conflict. The Benjaminian past is invariably vulnerable, 
which in turn brings “the present into a critical state.”33 In a Benjaminian sense, 
the work of a historian is not seen as the task of putting events in chronological 
order, but rather “presupposes or creates a particular perspective of specific 

																																																								
25 Graeme Gilloch, Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations, p. 225. 
26 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” p. 255 (VI), 263 (A).  
27 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” p. 262 [XVII]. 
28 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” p. 255 [V]. 
29 Graeme Gilloch, Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations, p. 224. 
30 On Benjamin’s mentioning of Ranke, see e.g., Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of 

History,” p. 255 (VI).” 
31 Benjamin writes, “historical ‘understanding’ is to be grasped, in principle, as an afterlife of that 

which is understood.” Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 460 [N2, 3]. 
32 Graeme Gilloch, Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations, p. 224. 
33 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 471 [N7a, 5]. 
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historical events, which is possible to interpret in any moment anew.”34 Therefore, 
unlike historicism’s empathy toward the victors, which Benjamin vehemently 
attacks, 35  Benjamin’s conception of history has “making things present” 
(Vergegenwartigung) as its methodological principle.36 

Since the work of Benjaminian historiography involves the renunciation of 
unity, totality, and the absolute, realizing the dangers embedded in temporally 
homogenous continuum is precisely what makes a rupture in the flow of the 
historical and political continuity of power possible. 37  From Benjamin’s 
historico-philosophical perspective, history is a constellation of dangers 
(Gefahrenkonstellation) – “the ‘state of exception’ in which we live is the rule.”38 
“The destructive or critical momentum of materialist historiography,” Benjamin 
writes, “is registered in that blasting of historical continuity with which the 
historical object first constitutes itself.”39  

Since the images of what have been are dependent on the preoccupations of 
an observer/reader, the “subject of historical cognition,” 40  it is the task of 
Benjaminian historical materialists to capture and also actualize the moment of 

																																																								
34 Kia Lindroos, Now-Time/ Image-Space, p. 48. 
35 See e.g., Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” passim. The sentence “the way 

it really was” is from Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” p. 255 [VI]. 
Deploying the language of narcotic, Benjamin writes in another context: “The history that showed 
things “as they really were” was the strongest narcotic of the century.” The Arcades Project, p. 463 
[N3,4]. For the historicists’ empathy toward the victor, see e.g., “Theses on the Philosophy of 
History", p. 256 (VII); for the idea of empathy as manifested in the (re)construction of a historical 
state of affairs, see e.g., The Arcades Project, p. 470 (N7, 6), p. 475 (N10a, 1). 

36 John McCole, Walter Benjamin and the Antinomies of Tradition, p. 290. 
37  Cf. Kia Lindroos, Now-Time/ Image-Space, p. 56; Sigrid Weigel, Body-and Image-Space: 

Re-Reading Walter Benjamin, Georgina Paul with Rachel McNicholl and Jeremy Gaines trans. 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1996), p. 42. 

38 Cf. e.g., Michael Jennings, Dialectical Images, pp. 54-58; Michael Löwy, Chris Turner trans., Fire 
Alarm: Reading Walter Benjamin’s “On the Concept of History,” (London; New York: Verso, 
2005). Within the historical context in which Benjamin was writing, the notion of danger (Gefahr), 
referred in the sixth thesis of the Theses concerned the concrete historical situations in the year 
1939-1940. As Lindroos suggests, such concrete historical situations, for Benjamin, resulted from 
the ignoring of the actual moment simultaneously with retaining the vision of development or 
progress, which has been produced through the historical, scientific or economic structures since 
the era of Enlightenment (Lindroos, Kia, Now-Time/ Image-Space, p. 55; Michael Löwy, Fire 
Alarm, pp. 2-3). Moreover, the history of nineteenth century Germany for Benjamin was, following 
the Nietzschean characterization, the history of winners. Instead of continuing this canon, he 
therefore attempted to present history as a broader concept, which would also include the marginal 
and forgotten elements. This was followed by his personal experiences of exile and the 
temporal-political contingency of the Weimar republic. 

39 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 475 [N10a, 1]. 
40 Sigrid Weigel, Body-and Image-Space, p. 35. 
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danger in a counter-action.41 It is the task of the historical materialist to recognize 
the need to act decisively for the “oppressed,” including the abandoned, nameless, 
unremembered, and unmourned dead who, following the Benjaminian messianic 
language, must be redeemed, as Benjamin famously states:  

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of exception’ in which 
we live is the rule. We must arrive at a concept of history that corresponds to 
this fact. Then we will have the production of a real state of exception before 
us as a task.42 

These “oppressed” are the multitudes who have been consigned by 
conventional historians to the oblivion of forgetting, except for being narrated as 
aberrants, debris, or detritus, among others, neither the “‘state of exception’ in 
which we live” nor their fractured tradition finds adequate expression. Hence, “the 
task of history,” writes Benjamin, “is not only to grasp the tradition of the 
oppressed but also to support it”, and “to the process of rescue belongs the firm, 
seemingly brutal grasp.”43  

In the spirit of this Benjaminian notion, this article starts with an “oppressed” 
Karen story at a faraway village between Tavoy and Mergui toward the end of 
1948 – Burma’s independent year. The story examplifies a Benjaminian moment of 
danger that a group of the “oppressed” had been encountering at least until 
Burma/Myanmar’s historic election in 2010. They were the Karens to whose 
“history(ies)” we now turn.  

Learning	the	Karens’	“History(ies)”	

Consider the generation of the fathers. They had no books; they had none to 
teach them anything; they had no teachers. Of the things in heaven and the things 
on earth, they knew nothing; but now, through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
the American teachers from the west have come and taught us, and we have 
obtained books in our own language. Then, when they instruct us, and explain to us 
the Holy Scripture, we ought, every one of us, to seize on their instructions and 
retain them; for, had it not been for the teachers, we should have remained without 

																																																								
41  Kia Lindroos, Now-Time/Image-Space, p. 55. Lutz Koepnick views Benjamin’s historical 

materialism as finally hopeless. See Lutz Koepnick, Walter Benjamin and the Aesthetics of Power 
(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), pp. 167-171. 

42 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” p. 257 (VIII). This translation follows 
Daniel Heller-Roazen’s in Giorgio Agamben, “The Messiah and the Sovereign: the Problem of 
Law in Walter Benjamin,” in Daniel Heller-Roazen ed. and trans., Potentialities: Collected Essays 
in Philosophy (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1999), p. 160. 

43 Walter Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften, Vol. I. 3: 1246, quoted in Graeme Gilloch, Walter 
Benjamin: Critical Constellations, p. 285 note 102; Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, p. 473 
[N9a,3]. 
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books, in ignorance and darkness, to this day. Let us then, in the strength of God, 
put forth strenuous efforts to acquire knowledge of books; for should the teachers 
leave, we should be left as orphans. While they are with us, let us make every 
possible effort to study, so that we may understand for ourselves independently; 
and, should the teachers be no longer with us, that we may be able to instruct each 
other (Sau Quala, “the Second Karen Convert”)44  

This passage was written by the second baptized Karen, Sau Quola, who was 
regarded highly by the American missionaries for his exemplary evangelical efforts 
and his linguistic compass “than perhaps any other Karen [sic].”45 It came from 
his article in Sgaw Karen published between 1842-1856 in the Morning Star, the 
first newspaper of the Burmans’ Kingdom of Ava, and was translated and quoted in 
the Rev. Francis Mason’s article, “Sau Quala: the Second Karen Convert.”46 This 
passage exemplifies a notion that to know the Karens historically, especially their 
early historical times, necessarily means to know them as religious, Christianized 
people, with all that that evaluation assumes. 

In attempting to understand the Karens’ history(ies), one must be aware of 
two issues. In the first place, having non-written cultures of the oral bard 
literature,47 the Karens were not in a position to inscriptively record their histories 
in their own language before the advent of the American missionaries. Those 
missionaries later helped reduce to writing two Karen dialects. Hence to many loci 
of enunciation, especially those of historians (whether state-sponsored or not), 
illiterate Karens’ accounts before the missionaries’ arrival were not considered as 
histories.48 Because history entails written account, those illiterate Karens’ stories 
were simply pre-historical.  

The second issue to be aware of is that the earlier written histories of the 
Karens were inextricably linked to Karen Church history. As will be explored in 
more detail below, for the first generations of the Karens, learning to be literate 
meant learning about Christianity from religious materials. Being a reading subject 
in their early times thus presupposed being a religious subject; and discursive 
practices were impossible without religious practices. A British official attached to 

																																																								
44 Francis Mason, “Sau Quala: The Second Karen Convert,” The Missionary Magazine XXXVI, No. 

5 (1856), p. 134. 
45 Francis Mason, “Sau Quala: The Second Karen Convert,” The Missionary Magazine XXXVI, No. 

5 (1856), p. 134. 
46 Francis Mason, “Sau Quala: The Second Karen Convert,” The Missionary Magazine XXXVI, No. 

5 (1856). 
47 Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karens of Burma, p. 37. 
48 According to missionaries’ records regarding the Karens, there were some Karens who had already 

been familiar with the Burmese script, which was one of the reasons why the first missionary to 
devise the Karen alphabet chose the Burmese script for Karen written language – see more details 
in note 108 below. 
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British Burma, for instance, wrote with the colonialist tone of civilizing discourse 
in a book published in 1876: 

It had never struck the Karens that…[their]…language, like that of the 
others, could be represented by signs, and when this was an accomplished 
fact, the effect on them was quite electrical. 

Tottering old men and aged matrons, as well as youths and maidens, whose 
pleasures were hitherto aimless and profitless, if not absolutely vicious, vied 
with each other in endeavoring to acquire even a smattering of learning, so as 
to be able to spell over the little Christian tracts which were first printed in 
their mother tongue. Actuated by such a spirit, their progress in the art of 
reading was marvelous, and the first literary ventures of the missionaries in 
the Karen language – devoured with enthusiasm by thousands – were 
eminently successful.49  

Moreover, the early generations of literate Karens were not in a position to 
record what they were doing and how they did it. They only knew why they did it: 
God’s calling. A passage from a book written by an American missionary about the 
mission work of the first baptized Karen – The Karen Apostle or Memoir of Ko 
Thah Byu, the First Karen Convert, with Notices Concerning His Nation – is 
suggestive of this reality regarding the first generation of literate Karens: 

It would have been interesting to read the account of Ko Thah-byu’s [sic] 
wanderings in Pegu, and his attempts to go overland to Maulmain; but it is 
one of the evils of ignorance, that all her subjects must serve in silence, 
without the power to record the sufferings that her attendants, poverty and 
wretchedness, inflict. While the skillful hand of education often “gives to airy 
nothings a local habitation and a name,” the stern realities of humble life are 
left, like the untrodden forest, in all their native grandeur, without a hand to 
sketch them.50 

Christianity liberated the Karens from their hardships. Missionaries were their 
saviours in the true sense of the term. A student of the first generation of the 
historical Karens, the period from the first baptism in 1828 onwards, therefore, first 
encountered the written records of the missionaries and later on those of the British 
colonialists. To be sure, these records could at times be problematic, yet they could 
hardly be ignored. 

																																																								
49 Lieut-Colonel Alexander Ruxton McMahon, The Karens of the Golden Chersonese (London: 

Harrison & Sons, 1876), p. 74. 
50 Francis Mason, The Karen Apostle, Or, Memoir of Ko Thah Byu: The First Karen Convert, with 

Notices Concerning His Nation (Bassein, Burma: Sgau Karen Press, 1884), p. 79. Two issues 
should be noted here. First, the spelling of Ko Thah Byu’s name in this book is not consistent. In 
the title of the book, for example, it is spelled as “Ko Trah Byu.” However, it is the former spelling 
that is generally employed in this book. Second, this book was published a few times (without clear 
record of its publishing): e.g., 1843, 1861, 1884, whereas the “first baptism” took place in 1828. 
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It is contended here that without the nineteenth-century discourse and 
practices of ethnology, together with the civilizing discourse of Christianity, the 
Karens would not have existed as a unified national group – at least as early as the 
first half of that century. One always encounters, therefore, intertwining narratives 
of national tradition, Christianity, education, and civilization, all of which 
contributed to the discourse of Karens’ “national civilization.”51 

In a land known as the Burman kingdom of Ava, a land with more than one 
hundred languages, the Karens were the first and foremost success story of the 
missionaries. Although we will explore this success in detail below, it is recognized 
at the outset that one of the Karens’ internalized folktales was instrumental in their 
conversion to Christianity and in the successes of the British empire’s gazes and 
disciplinary practices upon them.52 The folktale has it that one day the Karens’ 
“younger white brother” would bring the lost book back to them, the book that was 
“written” by Ywa.53 With that book, the brother would also set them free from 
those who had oppressed them. However, the Ywa folktale would not have been 
instrumental, and the reception of missionaries would not have been so welcoming, 
without the Karens’ prior harrowing experiences of, and their other stories about, 
being treated atrociously by the hegemonic Burmans. In the eyes of many 
Burmans, the Karens were “no better than cattle.”  

“No	Better	than	Cattle”:	Becoming	an	Ethnic	Group	under	Imperial	Gazes	

When Dr. Adoniram Judson, founder of the American Baptist Mission in 
Burma, had been in a country only a few years [ca. 1810s], he was traveling 
up the river to Ava, the capital of the country, when he caught a glimpse of a 
few shy men in baggy costumes slinking away into the jungles. He asked his 
boatmen who they were and learned that they were wild Karens. When he 
questioned further he was told that it was of no use for him to try to preach 
them for they were no better than cattle. They had no books, no laws, and no 
religion.54  

																																																								
51 See, for examples, San Crombie Po, Burma and the Karens (London: Elliot Stock, 1928), pp. 

58-65; Donald Mackenzie Smeaton, The Loyal Karens of Burma (London: Kegan Paul, Trench & 
Co., 1887), pp. 191-208. 

52  Cf. Edward Norman Harris, “The Conservation of a Race as a Missionary by-Product,” 
Bibliotheca Sacra No.77 (1920), p. 153. 

53 One cannot help but wondering what the notion of “book” in the traditional verbal Karen language 
was. In other words, how did a group of people imagine a “book” when they were not in living in a 
book tradition? 

54 Harry Ignatius Marshall, “The Karens: An Element in the Melting Pot of Burma,” The Southern 
Workman Vol. 56 (1927), pp. 28-29. The Rev. Judson and his wife arrived in Rangoon on June 13, 
1813. See Edward Judson, The Life of Adoniram Judson (Philadelphia: American Baptist 
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Although the Rev. Harry Marshall stated in a small book published in 1945 
that the Karens at that moment were the second most important ethnic group in 
British Burma, more than one hundred years earlier they had been labeled by their 
more powerful Burman neighbors as the “Wild Cattle of the Hills.”55 In the eyes 
of the dominant Burmans, the Karens had always been, in Greek distinction, a 
mere fact of living (zoe), not a form-of-life (bios)56 that deserved recognition. 
Living supposedly unorganized in dense forests covering most of the Burman 
kingdom of the Alaungpaya Dynasty (1752-1885), the Burmans perceived the 
Karens as peoples without laws, books, or religion. Although they were lives 
without book traditions, the Karens had their own notions of law and religion, the 
latter of which was usually considered by outsiders as “Animism.” Michael Symes, 
for instance, wrote in his An Account of an Embassy to the Kingdom of Ava, first 
published in 1800, that the Karens “have traditional maxims of jurisprudence for 
their internal government, but are without any written laws: custom, with them, 
constitutes the law.” The Karens’ laws were orally-transmitted maxims, of which 
the village elders were guardians; and they had their own ways of associating and 
governing themselves both on the plains and in the hills.57 

From the early days until the present, the Karens have lived under various 
hegemonic powers: the Mons (or Talaings), the Burmans, the Shans, the 
																																																																																																																																													

Publication Society, 1883), p. 74. 
55 Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karens of Burma, p. 1. 
56 For a more detailed treatment, see Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, 

Daniel Heller-Roazen trans. (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1998). 
57 Michael Symes, An Account of an Embassy to the Kingdom of Ava, Vol. 2 (London: Wilson and 

Co., 1800), pp. 109, 207.  
  See also John Frank Cady, “The Karens,” pp. 832-837; Alexander Ruxton McMahon, The Karens 

of the Golden Chersonese, Chapter 5; Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of Burma, 
chapter XIV & XV; Saw Hanson Tadaw, “The Karens of Burma : A Study in Human Geography,” 
in George A. Theodorson ed., Studies in Human Ecology (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), p. 498. 

  On the plains, a few individual houses (five to ten) formed a hamlet for mutual protections, 
although they lived under Burman domination. In the hills, the Karens lived in long houses, one or 
two of which comprised a village and ruled by a chief and assisted by mediating elders. In both 
cases, they had their own leaders or chieftains, acting somewhat like patriarchs. Especially in the 
hills, those chiefs often times were more high priest than wielder of governing authoutiy; and both 
chiefs and elders acted as guardians of tribal lore, “which connected the living with their ancestral 
past” (John Frank Cady, “The Karens,” pp. 835-836; Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of 
Burma, pp. 127-129; Saw Hanson Tadaw, “The Karens of Burma : A Study in Human Geography,” 
p. 498.) 

  It should be noted that Cady’s, Marshall’s, and Tadaw’s narratives at times were too generalizing. 
They make sweeping characterizations of the Karens’ political and juridicial spheres by relying on 
accounts from different periods of time. For instance, Cady relies on both Symes’ account of the 
late eighteenth century as well as McMahon’s account of about 70 years later – which had been 
documented before McMahon’s book came out in 1876. As will be delineated below, after the first 
Karen baptism in 1828, the Karens’ socio-political lives transformed dramatically, hence, such 
generalization is problematic.  
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Arakaneses, the Siameses, and the Britishes.58 The Karens were one of more than 
one hundred races who had lived or arrived in that land, later known as 
Burma/Myanmar and Siam/Thailand. They had arrived prior to the dominant 
ethnic Burmans, who later became hegemonic over other peoples and established 
their first empire by the middle of the eleventh century (1044), the Pagan 
dynasty.59 The dynasty, however, fell in 1287. But the Burmans came back to rule 

																																																								
58 For a brief account of each hegemonic power, except the Siameses and the Britishes, over these 

areas, see, e.g., Josef Silverstein, Burmese Politics: The Dilemma of National Union, pp. 6-26. For 
the Siamese power over the Karens, see Ronald D. Renard, Kariang: History of Karen-T’ai 
Relations from the Beginnings to 1923 (UMI Dissertation Services, 1980). 

59 See e.g., J. George Scott, Burma: A Handbook of Practical Information (London: La More Press, 
1906), p. 118; Josef Silverstein, Burmese Politics: The Dilemma of National Union, p. 10.  

  Following Geoffrey E. Harvey, John S. Furnivall, and J. George Scott, Silverstein emphasizes: It is 
believed that the Mons migrated into this area preceding other peoples (Burmese Politics: The 
Dilemma of National Union, pp. 10 & 14 note 31.) And following, Cady, Harvey, and Marshall, 
(Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karens of Burma, p. 2), Silverstein maintains that the Karens 
originally came from what is now southern China during the sixth or seventh century (Burmese 
Politics: The Dilemma of National Union, p. 15, note 36.) – yet, Marshall states that the Karens 
probably originated in China.As for the Burmans, Silverstein refers to D. George E. Hall’s 
approximate date of ninth to eleventh century and Gordon Luce’s of 839 AD for the first Burmans 
settling in the plains area of Upper Burma (Burmese Politics: The Dilemma of National Union, p. 
10, note 11).  

  From a theoretical standpoint of this article, question concerning the theories of the “origin of the 
Karens,” is problematic. Yet, this question is an important issue that has always been stated by the 
Karens, e.g., Karen National Union [KNU], “The Karens and Their Struggle for Freedom” [KNU 
Publishing, 2000], p. 5; also cf. Dun, “Memoirs of the Four-Foot Colonel,” pp. 1-4; Michael 
Lonsdale, The Karen Revolution in Burma [Singapore: Sam Art, n.d.], p. 5; BaSaw Khin, Fifty 
Years of Struggle, p. 8.  

  Here is another moment of incommensurability between the Karens’ nationalism that subscribes to 
the homogenous continuum historiography, on the one hand, and the Benjaminian historiography 
that this article subscribes on the other. 

  For those who are interested in the issue of “origin of the Karens,” consult, for examples, Harry 
Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of Burma, pp. 5-15; Charles F. Keyes, Ethnic Adaptation and 
Identity: The Karen on the Thai Frontier with Burma (Philadelphia: Institute for the Study of 
Human Issues, 1979). 

  Some writers take more decisive position stating that the Karens’ past and their migratory paths to 
where they now live remain unknown see Yoko Hayami and Susan M. Darlington, “The Karen of 
Burma and Thailand,” in Leslie E. Sponsel ed., Endangered Peoples of Southeast and East Asia: 
Struggles to Survive and Thrive (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2000), p. 13; “(a)lthough 
ethnologists have advanced various theories, it is not known when the Karens first reached Burma, 
or where they came from, or why they came, or where they first settled.” Ian Morrison, 
Grandfather Longlegs; the Life and Gallant Death of Major H. P. Seagrim G.C., D.S.O., M.B.E. 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1946), p. 14. On the contrary, at least one writer presents an exact date 
of the migratory path, a linear migratory path from their origin (Lonsdale, The Karen Revolution 
in Burma, p. 23):  

2617 BC: Migration of the Karens from Mongolia 



A Journey of Animus? Christianized Karens and Recollections of Karen-Burman Animosity 

	

305	

again after gaining complete control over the Shans in the Upper Burma in 1604, 
and after destroying the Arakanese kingdom in the 1784-85 warfare.60 One 
hundred years later, in 1885, the Burmans lost the whole kingdom to a more 
powerful and global hegemony, the British empire, after three Anglo-Burman wars 
and became the easternmost province of British India until 1937, when it was 
separated from the British India.61 British interest lay mainly in the profitable 
export of teak, rice, and to some extent ruby. The British also intended to control 
the eastern extreme of British India against the French in Vietnam. By 1890, the 
colonial administration was established and the Karens’ place in the empire 
secured.  

Classifying	Peoples,	Administrating	Colonial	Polities	

The extensive territories which constitute the Burmese empire are not 
inhabited by one nation alone, but by many, differing essentially in language, 
manners, and customs. The principal of these are the Burmese [sic], who 
occupy the tract of land called the kingdom of Ava, which extends from the 
city of Pie or Pron [Prome], in 19° north latitude, as far as 24°, and from 112° 
to 116° east longitude, from the meridian of the island of Ferro.62 

																																																																																																																																													
2013 BC: Arrival of the Karens in East Turkistan 
1866 BC: Migration of the Karens from East Turkistan 
1864 BC: Arrival of the Karens in Tibet 
1388 BC: Migration of the Karens form Tibet (The Karens settled down in Tibet for 
476 years) 
1385 BC: Arrival of the Karens in Yunnan in China 
1128 BC: Migration of the first group from Yunnan to S.E. Asia 
1125 BC: Arrival of the first group Karens who entered S.E. Asia 
741 BC: Migration of the second group of the Karens from Yunnan to S.E. Asia 
759 BC: The last arrival of the second group to enter S.E. Asia 

60 Josef Silverstein, Burmese Politics: The Dilemma of National Union, pp. 18, 13. 
61 Josef Silverstein, “Fifty Years of Failure in Burma,” in Michael E. Brown & Sumit Ganguly eds., 

Government Policies and Ethnic Relations in Asia and the Pacific (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT 
Press, 1997), p. 173. 

62 Vincentius Sangermano, William Tandy trans. A Description of the Burmese Empire 5th ed. 
(London: Susil Gupta, 1966), p. 42. 

  The first edition of this book was published in 1833. Father Sangermano arrived in Burma in 1783 
(Sangermano, xxxiii). It is therefore very likely that this passage was written in that last quarter of 
the eighteenth century, which is a representative of the European practice of mapping the world 
and classifying peoples. (The passage is in the chapter five, “Of the Inhabitants of the Burmese 
Empire” in Vincentius Sangermano, A Description of the Burmese Empire, pp. 42-44.) where one 
also finds another passage about the Karens which Josef Silverstein notes that it was considered to 
be one of the earliest descriptions of the Karens. Josef Silverstein, Burmese Politics: The Dilemma 
of National Union, p. 15. 
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To narrate a history of the Karens as a history of a strictly distinct 
anthropological entity, however, is to miss the culturo-political complexities of 
lives in one of the most diversified areas of the world.63 Such a narrative gives an 
impression that all the peoples have been distinctly maintaining their identities 
without any identity negotiations and translations. 64  This notion of strict 
distinctiveness result from the nineteenth century European discourses of 
anthropology and ethnology: racially classifying “the others” following a scientific 
taxonomy of racial differences on earth, especially in the “uncivilized” worlds, and 
hence reinforcing and, in many cases, constructing national and racial identity. In 
other words, it can be argued that the strictly distinct ethnic groups in British 
Burma in the nineteenth century were essentialized by the British empire as part of 
the processes of administrating the easternmost province of British India. In 
Foucauldian language, the Empire took British Burma through the threshold of 
modernity through the practices of biopolitics.65 In Agambenian language, the 
empire sovereign inscribed various groups of human lives into its frontier.66  

In Picturing Empire: Photography and the Visualization of the British Empire, 
James Ryan evinces, among other things, the close connections between the 
nineteenth century European discourse of ethnology and photography. For 
travelers, explorers, and anthropologists, picture-taking helped secure, through the 
photographed bodies, the classification of collective “uncivilized” others, without 
the necessity of recognizing their individualities, let alone the names of those being 
photographed.67 As Ryan states, the practice of photography in picturing “race” 
was closely tied to the increasing concern with the accuracy of systems of human 

																																																								
63 Cf. Martin Smith, Burma: Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity 2nd ed. (London: Zed Books, 

1999), p. 30; Robert H Taylor, “Perceptions of Ethnicity in the Politics of Burma,” Southeast Asian 
Journal of Social Science Vol. 10, No. 1 (1982), p. 7. 

64 See, e.g., Homi K Bhabha, Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 28 and passim. 
As for my detailed deployment of these notions see Decha Tangseefa, “Imperceptible Naked-Lives 
and Atrocities,” chapter 7. Anthropologist like F. K. Lehman, “Burma: Kayah Society as a Function 
of the Shan-Burma-Karen Context,” in Julian H. Steward ed., Contemporary Change in Traditional 
Societies Vol. 11 – Asian Rural Societies (Urbana, Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1967), pp. 
1-104, and historian like Victor Lieberman, “Ethnic Politics in Eighteenth-Century Burma,” 
Modern Asian Studies, Iss. 12, no. 03 (1978), pp. 455-82, have demonstrated the translations and 
negotiations of cultural identities of various ethnic groups either before or after Burma became a 
nation-state in 1948. 

65 Cf. Michel Foucault, Robert Hurley trans., The History of Sexuality Volume 1: Introduction (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1978). 

66 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life. See my deployment of Agamben 
in this light in Decha Tangseefa, “Imperceptible Naked-Lives and Atrocities.”  

67 Even in the first quarter of the twentieth century the practice of photographing and classifying 
indigenous peoples in British Burma was still common, see e.g., Harry Ignatius Marshall, The 
Karen People of Burma; J. George Scott, Burma: A Handbook of Practical Information. 
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classification, which followed Carl Linnaeus’ Systema Naturae, published in 1735. 
The book’s focus on natural history transformed European ways of viewing 
humans. It defined human races in taxonomic terms; a range of criteria was 
elaborated based on various aspects of the human form, usually including the shape 
of the head and the color of the skin.68 However, as David Spurr clarifies, 
classification in the later eighteenth century not merely arranged the visible, but it 
also performed “a circular analysis that related the visible to the invisible.”69 In 
other words, the signs manifested on the natural beings confirm the internal 
character, hidden cause, and the functions of those beings. In human races, for 
example, such character, cause, and functions helped establish an identity as a 
group as much as a hierarchy between groups. There was more than one type of 
humans; and they were not equal.  

In Charles Darwin’s Journal of Researches into the Natural History and 
Geology of the Countries Visited during the Voyage of H.M.S. Beagle, first 
published in 1839, a passage describing a group of Indians at Tierra del Fuego 
illustrates this point. Darwin finds the Fuegians “stunted in their growth, their 
hideous faces bedaubed with white paint, their skins filthy and greasy, their hair 
entangled, their voices discordant, and their gestures violent.”70 Living without 
homes, sleeping on the wet ground, subsisting on simple diets of shellfish, berries, 
and fungi, riding on 250-year-old-technology canoes, and seemingly lacking 
government, Darwin moves from these visible signs and functions to their invisible 
character. He wondered whether the Fuegians would have an intellectual life: 
“How little can the higher powers of the mind be brought into play: what is there 
for imagination to picture, for reason to compare, for judgement to decide upon?”71 
Darwin then classifies the Fuegians at a lower state of being than peoples in any 
other part of the world.  

In the nineteenth century Europeans’ eyes, the world must be mapped, peoples 
placed side by side, but each group’s functions and characters located them at 
different stages in the process of human advancement. At the top, and as the goal, 
were the Europeans. With Darwin, the principle of internal organic structure in 
natural history was transferred to the classification of humanity in two ways. The 
principle refers to “moral or intellectual character in the human mind as well as to 
the social and political character of human society;” and the two subjects of 
																																																								
68 James R. Ryan, Picturing Empire: Photography and the Visualization of the British Empire 
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70 Charles Darwin, Journal of Researches into the Natural History and Geology of the Countries 
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71 Charles Darwin, Journal of Researches into the Natural History and Geology of the Countries 
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valuations remained intimately connected inasmuch as the higher orders of 
technology and government reflect a greater capacity for reason and human 
feeling.72  

With books written by the likes of Linnaeus and Darwin, at least as early as 
this, the Europeans started to be concerned with the accuracy of human 
classification as well as the faith in the notion of inherent racial characteristics. The 
language and imagery of ‘race’ which was used variously as a measure of bodily 
difference and as a description of national identity occupied a central place within 
the dominant part of the Victorian cultures. The constructed national orders of 
humans became a natural order of things in the colonial worlds. Hence, the rise of 
the sciences of, first, ethnology and, later, anthropology in the nineteenth century 
“fixed the idea of ‘race’ as a natural category” with which “to differentiate and 
rank ‘types’ of humans, invariably placing the white, Anglo-Saxon male at the 
pinnacle of intellectual, moral and physical development.”73 Moreover, the interest 
in “race” was not only increasingly focused around the practices of the discourses 
of anthropology and ethnology, it also pervaded all manners of other scientific 
discourses, whose practices and concerns carried imperial import. Hence, 
nineteenth-century debates on human acclimatization, for instance, tied together 
varieties of interests within geography, anthropology, biology, and medicine.  

Furthermore, the European discourse of ethnology also fits well with the 
civilizational discourse of Christianity. In fact, the two mutually contributed to 
each other; and, more importantly, they both contributed to the European project of 
colonization. For to colonize was not only to take hold of the land, to classify and 
administer the peoples therein, but also to seize the hearts and minds of “its wild 
inhabitants, rousing them from a state of nature that rendered them 
indistinguishable from their rude surroundings.” 74  In other words, from the 
imperial gaze, the European colonization transformed many “uncivilized” 
indigenous peoples from, to follow Agamben,75 sheer facts of living (zoe) to 
recognized forms-of-life (bios).  

The European as well as the American citizens practiced these civilizational 
discourses. Hence, in the Burman kingdom of Ava, the Rev. Adoniram Judson, 
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founder of the American Baptist Mission in Burma, wrote in his journal on April 
22nd, 1827 of a hopeful inquirer who was a Karen man: “We hope that his mind, 
though exceedingly dark and ignorant, has begun to discern the excellency of the 
religion of Christ.” 76  Under the shadow of western colonization projects, 
explorers, traders, travelers, priests, the Queen’s servants, and soldiers all 
embarked on widespread trips to the “uncivilized” worlds. The interrelations of the 
mercenary and missionary spread out to rule the world as imperial sovereign 
powers – mapping places, classifying peoples, civilizing the savages, 
administrating the conquered polity, and demarcating the frontiers.  

Rev. Edward Harris, another well-known American missionary to Burma, 
illustrates such interweaving in his article titled, “The conservation of a race as a 
missionary by-product”:77  

Burma is situated near the head of those spurs and lesser ranges which, 
beginning in the eastern part of the Himalayas, extend, fanlike, in a 
southeasterly direction, to the borders of the continent of Asia at Singapore 
and other points, and crop up beyond, in the partly submerged mountain 
islands of the Andamans and the East Indian Archipelago. Three of these 
ranges pass through Burma itself, the Eastern, Middle, and Western Yomas. 
In the northern part of the country other ranges cross and intersect in such a 
way as to divide the face of the land into numerous little valleys.78  

The narrative evinces a typical practice of delineating topographies. Then, it moves 
to peoples’ immigration to the areas: 

There have been several invasions of Burma by immigrants from China on 
the north, but these have not been like the early migrations of barbarian 
hordes into Europe, when the oncoming hosts surged in like a great flood. 
The mountain barriers have prevented that. Rather these invasions have been 
like a mere spill, the dashing of spray, a trickle over the passes of the 
mountains at numerous periods and at various intervals. Many of these 
waters lodged in little valleys here and there, and formed so many separate 
communities, sometimes only half a dozen small villages constituting a tribe, 
all with its own peculiar dialect. It is only those tribes which in some way 
push on or are thrust on to the more open country to the south that can ever 
become numerically important.79  

Afterwards, the narrative starts to valorize the differences between ethnic groups 
through linguistic signifiers. Moreover, such diffirences were also reinforced by 
the British Empire’s apparatus of census, as part of the mechanism of colonial 
administration: 
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77 Edward Norman Harris, “The Conservation of a Race as a Missionary by-Product.”  
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No fewer than sixty-five indigenous languages and dialects are named in the 
Government census, and the list is by no means exhaustive. In olden times, 
these races and tribes were comparatively stable, but recently, with a strong 
government over the whole country, improved communications, and 
increased trade, nearly all of these races and dialects are in a state of flux. 
The tendency is for the smaller tribes to be swallowed up in the larger. The 
census indicates that of the sixty-five languages and dialects listed, no fewer 
than seventeen showed a decrease in number, three of these actually 
becoming extinct. Of the rest, fifteen have increased chiefly because they have 
only recently been brought into the area covered by the census operations, 
and eight are so small as to be negligible.80  

Although acknowledging the flux and mobility of peoples after communications 
and transportation became more accessible, Harris was not aware, or at least did 
not acknowledge, that cultural negotiations and translations had always been 
omnipresent even before the advent of the Europeans.  

By relying on language as a sole signifier of distinct ethnic group, Harris 
employed a very problematic indicator of cultural identity, especially in the context 
of Burma. In the census of 1931, eleven years after Harris’ article was published, 
J.H. Green wrote a report included in the appendix of the census. Green disagreed 
with the method of racial classification that relies on linguistic distinction: 
“linguistic evidence…when used as the sole basis is liable to lead, and in the case 
of the races of Burma, has, I think, led to many errors in our racial classifications.” 
He argues further that “some of the races or tribes change their language as often 
as they change their cloths.”81 To be sure, apart from language, Harris also 
mentions other distinctive characteristics of the Karens. The skin color, for 
instance, of the Karens:  

are naturally lighter of skin than the Burmans, and it is said that most of the 
latter who are of fairer complexion than their fellows are descendants of 
Karen women who had been captured in some raid and held as slaves.82 

With both language and skin color as signifiers essentializing an ethnic group, 
Harris writes both about the ethnic groups’ numerical fluctuations:  

Coming across a copy of the last Government census report of Burma not 
long since, I was greatly and happily surprised by what I learned. Formerly I 
had supposed that the Karens were a decadent race, or at least that they were 
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losing their language and their distinguishing racial characteristics….Not so 
very long since, -- in fact I think it was less than thirty years ago, but I have 
not the figures at hand, -- they [the Karens] stood fourth among the races of 
Burma in numerical importance, not only the Burmese [sic], but also the 
Talaings [Mons] and Shans taking precedence over them. Now, on the other 
hand, they stand second, the Talaings and Shans having been outdistanced. 
During the ten-year period covered by the census, while the population of the 
province as a whole increased from 10,490,624 to 12,115,217, or fifteen per 
cent, and the Burmese [sic] population from 7,437,363 to 8,317,842, or about 
twelve per cent, the number of persons actually speaking the different 
dialects of the Karens language rose from 881,290 to 1,067,363, as advance of 
the over twenty-one percent. Part of this increase has been due to the 
inclusion of dialects of tribes which were not formerly comprised in the 
census areas.83  

It did not matter that the narrative was written by an American missionary and 
not by one of the British. Harris’ narrative illustrates the extent to which the 
nineteenth century European discourses and practices of anthropology, geography, 
and population control were hegemonic practices of constructing/accounting the 
world. It was the ordering of the world that had Her Majesty the Queen at the top 
with the help of her servants constantly gazing at topographies, classifying peoples, 
appropriating nature, and affirming the “White Man’s Burden.”84  

Ethnic groups in the areas later known as Burma received the new regime of 
colonial rule with varying reactions. Some resisted colonialism outright while 
others welcomed it as a turn in their political favor. The Karens were a people 
whose livelihood had been transformed since the first baptism of their peoples 
(which will be narrated in details in the next section) and later on under the control 
of the British Empire, as Harris writes: 

…with the advent of the British all…[the Karens’ hardship]…was of course 
changed at once. Since then, the Karens have been protected in their pursuits, 
have enjoyed perfect liberty to go and come at their pleasure without fear of 
others, and have experienced such prosperity and ease as they had never 
known before.85  

Although set as a colonial province of British India, British Burma would be 
administered separately from India. Creating strong central authorities backed by 
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its judicial, administrative, and security apparatuses, the British administrative 
system mainly followed the dual system of governance employed by the Burman 
kings before them: direct rule over peoples of the plains and indirect rule over 
peoples of the hills. Before the advent of the British, the Burmans, Mons, and 
Arakaneses were ruled directly in “Burma proper”; the Karens and other hill 
peoples were ruled indirectly in the “Frontier areas.”86 The eastern border with 
Siam was more or less demarcated, Assam and Manipur were retained as parts of 
India, and the northern and northeastern frontiers with China roughly set.87 Unlike 
the case of Siam, colonial encounters did not create Burma as a sovereign nation.88 
Rather, British Burma was a mosaic of peoples and places brought and/or 
constructed for the first time under an empire. With the advent of the missionaries 
and the British empire, lives in British Burma would not be the same. Let us now 
turn to the transformation of the Karens collective-selfhood from being an 
indigenous ethnic group into being a nation, a transformation that occurred after 
the colonial encounter. 

Karen	National	Subjectification:	Religion,	Language,	and	Naming	

The Oppressed, the Baptized and a Nation 
Eat fast, eat fast. The Burmans may come!89 

If he comes by land, fear him. If he comes by sea, receive him.90
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The book that Thra [teacher] Boardman saw was only in English, but the 
book that Headman Shwe Waing had was in Karen, and when it was read, it 
sounded in Karen. So the Karens who heard about it were overjoyed and 
wanted to know most about that one. Their thirst for it can never be fully 
satiated. They never tired of talking about it either. Just by listening to them, 
it appeared to be a great miracle. There might have been some people who 
did not remember the prophesies of their fore-fathers, and so the distance to 
the book seemed far for them and they were unable to proclaim in a loud 
voice saying, “Now we the Karens will be with their own God who will crush 
their arch-enemy that has persecuted them for ages.” Who can tell, but, as we 
know, it was a great joy and comfort for the Karens in the day of persecution. 
Those who had seen and heard the words from this book, wherever they went 
or stopped, they couldn’t stop talking about it and praising it. Even children, 
young ladies and women, talked about this book. If possible, they would steal 
a glance at the book at night when the owner was fast asleep, just to pacify 
and satisfy their immense excitement (Than Bya, The Karens and Their 
Persecution, 1824-1854 AD).91  

Thus wrote the Rev. T. Than Bya in the first book written by a Karen92 in 
Sgaw Karen. It is hard for non-Karen peoples to appreciate the Karens’ immense 
excitement evident in this passage unless they know that the Karens believed that 
“a younger white brother” would bring their lost book across the great waters, and 
would thereby set them free from all those who had oppressed them.93 Before the 
advent of the missionaries and the British, living in what many Karens referred to 
as “the days of persecution” meant withdrawing from rivers and fleeing deeper into 
the jungles or higher up in the hills due to antagonistic encounters with the 
dominant Burmans.94 Among the indigenous peoples living in this land, the 
Karens, writes Silverstein, “suffered most at the hands of the Burmans and was 
afforded the least opportunity to intermarry and associate with them.”95 The 
violent encounters were often recorded by westerners that had arrived in these 
areas. 

The discursive relations between the Burmans, the Karens, and the 
western-centered world began over two centuries ago. Father Sangermano, whose 
description is believed to be one of the earliest narratives of the Karens and was 
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written in the last quarter of the eighteenth century,96 writes, for instance, of 
…a good and peaceable people, who live dispersed through the forests of 
Pegu in small villages consisting of four or five houses.…[A] lthough residing 
in the midst of the Burmese [sic] and Peguans, they not only retained their 
own language, but even their dress, houses and everything else are 
distinguished from them…They are totally dependent upon the despotic 
government of the Burmese [sic].97  

In a letter dated February 18, 1847 and sent to a Bishop named Boucho in 
France, Plaisant, a French missionary in the forests, wrote about the Karens’ lives, 
their so-called “animist” beliefs and the traditional Burmese policy towards some 
Karen religious practices. Parts of the letter, summarized by Kennon Breazeale, 
read: 

Before the British took possession of the country [1824-5], the Karens held 
their religious ceremonies in secret. The Burmese [sic] cruelly persecuted 
anyone who worshipped any god other than Gaudama [the Buddha’s name], 
and they even massacred their victims. 

They always made the victims pay a heavy ransom if the latter did not wish to 
change their religion. According to some older Karens, the Karens were 
discovered many times while performing their ceremonies and they were 
taken before the governor at Faway, where they were caned and forced to 
ransom their lives with enough silver pieces to fill two coconuts. 

Since the arrival of the British, these religious assemblies are hardly held any 
more among the Karens who live closest to the coast. Little by little, without 
losing their dogmatic traditions, most have mixed with the Burmese, adopting 
the Burmese superstitions,…98 
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After the first Karen baptism in 1828, however, lives for the baptized Karens 
would not be the same. They gradually came to feel equal to the Burmans now that 
they had their own (read, western) religion, which was the religion of those who 
would later (especially after 1885 and King Thibaw’s deposition) rule Burma and 
the Burmans. The collective sentiments of equality, confidence, and security were 
unprecedented in the history of the Karens; one major reason is that they had never 
felt united as a people.99 Ethnically speaking, with more than twenty subgroups, it 
was not easy for the Karens to have such collective understanding as a people. As 
Donald Smeaton, an ardent admirer of the Karens, writes in his famous book, The 
Royal Karens of Burma: 

Up to 1828 [the first baptism], they were, as a separate nation, unknown. 
They were looked upon as a mixed horde of aboriginal savages. No one had 
dreamt of their being a united little people, with such a history and such 
capacities for national life as they have.100 

Even though the Christian Karens have always been the minority among the 
Karens population,101 it was the arrival of the Christian missionaries, primarily 
American Baptist missionaries, as well as the British colonialists, who played vital 
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oppressive than the others (Saw Hanson Tadaw, “The Karens of Burma: A Study in Human 
Geography,” p. 498). 

99 Cf. John Frank Cady, A History of Modern Burma, pp. 138, 368. 
100 Donald Mackenzie Smeaton, The Loyal Karens of Burma, p. 192 (my emphasis). Interestingly, 

John F. Cady states that though Smeaton’s book is biased in favor of the Karens, it “contains 
correct factual data.” John Frank Cady, A History of Modern Burma, pp. 130, note 14. 

101 See also Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of Burma, pp. 3-4; Francis Mason, “Sau 
Quala: The Second Karen Convert,” p.130; San Crombie Po, Burma and the Karens, p. 63. In the 
Rev. Harris’ article, mentioned in the last section, he mentions about the census but does not give 
its date: the number of Christian Karens was 130,271, which was less than twelve per cent of the 
entire Karen population. Edward Norman Harris, “The Conservation of a Race as a Missionary 
by-Product,” p. 163. One can, however, question how the census operator could arrive at the 
whole number of the entire Karen population, let alone the basic question of the operational 
criteria employed to define Karenness. In 1990, at the 175th Judson Jubilee (December 13-16), 
Rangoon, Burma, the Pwo Karens had 6 Associations, 195 churches, and approximately 15,000 
members, compared to the Sgaw’s 17 Associations, 1,270 churches, and approximately 170,000 
members in the country (J. Petry, “The Sword of the Spirit,” p. 84). Jeffrey Petry notes that Baptist 
counted only baptized members of the church and not their families. Jeffrey Louis Petry, “The 
Sword of the Spirit: Christians, Karens, Colonialists, and the Creation of a Nation of Burma,” p. 
84, note 2.  
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roles in the Karens’ advancement toward western ideals of life. In the words of an 
exile Karen, the Karen peoples “were able to emerge from obscurity.”102 A 
Burman historian once wrote that before the British arrival, Karens were 
administratively and culturally outside of the picture; after the arrival, Karens 
“emerge[d] from their jungle hideouts to form in time the nucleus of the first real 
indigenous minority group.”103 The Rev. Edward Harris concedes that without the 
Karens’ remarkable preparedness to receive Christianity, the missionaries’ effort, 
whatever their zeal and faithfulness, would have met with comparatively meager 
success.104 

Lives with (the) Book/s, Becoming a Nation 

It is not often given to witness such a remarkable development of national 
character as has taken place among the Karens under the influence of 
Christianity and good government. Forty – ay, thirty – years ago they were a 
despised, grovelling, timid people, held in open contempt by the Burmese [sic]. 
At the first sound of the gospel message they sprang to their feet as a sleeping 
army springs to the bugle-call. The dream of hundreds of years was fulfilled; 
the God who had cast them off for their faithlessness had come back to them; 
they felt themselves a nation once more. Their progress since then has been 
by leaps and bounds, all from an impetus within themselves, and with no 
direct aid of any kind from their rulers; and they bid fair soon to outstrip 
their Burmese conquerors in all the arts of peace.105  

The baptized Karens were overjoyed when they heard “the book,” read in 
(Sgaw) Karen, “sounded in Karen.” They did not want to learn the Bible in the 
Burmese language: “The Burmese language is not our language, and their ways are 
not our ways.”106 Just four years after the first Karen man, Ko Thah Byu (a 
murderer-turned-evangelist), had been baptized on May 16, 1828 by the Rev. 
George D. Boardman in Tavoy,107 the reduction to writing of Sgaw dialect was 
completed. While Sgaw Karen writing system was adapted from the Burmese 
script by the Rev. Jonathan Wade in February 1832,108 the first books to appear in 

																																																								
102 BaSaw Khin, Fifty Years of Struggle, p. 2. 
103 U Kyaw Thet, “Cultural Minorities in Burma,” In Herbert Passin ed., Cultural Freedom in Asia 

(Rutland, Vermont: Charles E. Tuttle Company, 1956), p. 231. 
104 Edward Norman Harris, “The Conservation of a Race as a Missionary by-Product,” p. 153. 
105 Donald Mackenzie Smeaton, The Loyal Karens of Burma, p. 64. 
106 Genevieve Sharp Sowards, God Speaks in Folklore: Among the Karens of Burma a Century and a 

Half Ago (New York: American Baptist Foreign Mission Society), p. 9, quoted in Jeffrey Louis 
Petry, “The Sword of the Spirit,” p. 78. 

107 Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of Burma, p. 296. 
108 Maung Shwe Wa, Genevieve Sowards, and Erville Sowards, Burma Baptist Chronicle: Line 

Drawings by E.G. MacColl (Rangoon: Board of Publications, Burma Baptist Convention, 1963), p. 
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Pwo Karen appeared in 1838, translated by the Rev. D. L. Brayton, the architect of 
Pwo Karen script.109 The development of education among the Karens helped 
proliferate the production of books written by missionaries and later by the Karens 
themselves, which replaced the oral bard literature.110 Printed in Sgaw Karen and 
starting in 1842, The Morning Star, the very first and longest running vernacular 
newspaper in Burma (and also the first in southeast Asia) was started in the town of 
Tavoy by the Rev. Francis Mason. Though disrupted briefly during the Second 
World War, it ran until it was forcibly closed down shortly after General Ne Win 
seized power in 1962.111  

By 1843, or only eleven years after the introduction of the first Karen writing 
																																																																																																																																													

312, quoted in Jeffrey Louis Petry, The Sword of the Spirit, p. 80. 
  Interestingly, as the Rev. Edward Harris notes, the Rev. Wade had devised the Karens alphabet 

before he knew how to speak any of the Karen dialects: “Those who are familiar with its 
ear-teasing consonants and its complicated system of vowel tones wonder how he did it. It stands 
to-day [sic] as a monument to his genius.” The way Wade reduced the Karen alphabet was by 
adapting the Burmese alphabet to the expression of Karen sounds, and produced a system of 
writing which is purely phonetic. Edward Norman Harris, “The Conservation of a Race as a 
Missionary by-Product,” pp. 160-161. 

  To the question of why the Rev. Wade did not adapt from the Roman alphabet, the Rev. Harris 
avers that “some Karen sounds defy expression with Roman letters.” Moreover, it would be easy 
for the literate Karens who had already been familiar with the Burmese script to learn Karens, and 
those who would start from Karen language study could also learn Burmese later, he asserts. 
Interestingly, he adds that to the average Karens, and for many generations to come, Burmese 
would be of far more value than English. Edward Norman Harris, “The Conservation of a Race as 
A Missionary by-Product,” p. 161. Apart from the reason of some Karens’ familiarity with the 
Burmese script, according to Jeff Petry, the other one was that “more importantly” the same type 
could be used with the printing process already in operation for the Burmese literature by adding 
only three more characters. Petry maintains that although some Karens did not appreciate Wade’s 
decision of employing the Burmese alphabet. See also Edward Norman Harris, p. 161, most were 
very grateful for his services. Jeffrey Louis Petry, The Sword of the Spirit: Christians, Karens, 
Colonialists, and the Creation of a Nation of Burma, pp. 79-80. 

109 Jeffrey Louis Petry, “The Sword of the Spirit,” p. 82. However, in a revision of his doctoral 
dissertation, Robert B. Jones Jr. states that it was Rev. Francis Mason who was the first to adapt 
Sgaw writing system to Pwo (or the Pho according to Jones). Robert B. Jones, Karen Linguistic 
Studies: Description, Comparison, and Texts Vol. 25 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1961), p. v. Maung Shwe Wa et al. gave a reason why Sgaw Karen was reduced into written script 
before Pwo Karen: “Since Sgaw Karen has no final consonants and every syllable ends in an open 
vowel sound, it proved easier to reduce to writing than Pwo with its nasals.” Maung Shwe Wa, 
Genevieve Sowards, and Erville Sowards, Burma Baptist Chronicle, p. 312 quoted in Jeffrey 
Louis Petry, The Sword of the Spirit, p. 80. Moreover, although Wade hastily adapted the script to 
Sgaw dialect and hoped to revise and improve the system after furlough, he did so well that little 
change was made later. In addition, the first printing in Sgaw Karen was a tract of six pages and a 
spelling-book of thirty-three pages, published in 1832. Jeffrey Louis Petry, The Sword of the Spirit, 
p. 80. 

110 Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karens of Burma, p. 37. 
111 Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of Burma, pp. 37-38, 310; Martin Smith, Burma: 

Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity, p. 44. 
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system, the list of books in the Sgaw Karen increased enormously: the complete 
New Testament, an Epitome of the Old Testament of 840 page, another Supplement 
to the Hymn Book of 128 page, and even a Child’s Book of 154 pages.112 In 1853, 
only twenty-five years after the first baptism of Ko Thah Byu, the entire Bible in 
Sgaw Karen, a volume of 1,040 pages, was published. By that time the list of 
books available to Christian Karens included such items as a Church History of 
468 pages, a Catalogue of Plants, a Key to Astronomy, and school text from 
Infant’s Readers to Trigonometry. The monumental Karen Thesaurus in four 
volumes had 3,243 pages.113 Moreover, in 1845, seventeen years after the first 
baptism, a Karen Theological Seminary was organized by the Rev. J.G. Binney at 
Moulmein, which was later moved to Rangoon and Insein. In 1875, the Baptist 
college at Rangoon, which later became the very famous Judson College (known 
as the “Karen College”), was established as a part of the Rangoon University.114 
More Karens came down from the hills, or came out of the jungles, to join the 
growing Christian communities.115 

Since the arrival of missionaries and the British colonialists, many baptized 
Karens became researchers (scientific or otherwise), physicians, university 
lecturers, high-ranking government officials, soldiers, or policemen.116 A few of 
these people were sent to continue their higher education at prestigious universities 
both in the U.S. and England.117 These Karen leaders of their respective fields, 

																																																								
112 Maung Shwe Wa, Genevieve Sowards, and Erville Sowards, Burma Baptist Chronicle, p. 313; 

quoted in Petry, “The Sword of the Spirit,” p. 80. According to the Rev. Harris, it was the Rev. 
Francis Mason who translated the Bible into Sgaw Karen writing system. Edward Norman Harris, 
“The Conservation of a Race as a Missionary by-Product,” p. 161. 

113 M. Shwe Wa, G. Sowards, and E. Sowards, Burma Baptist Chronicle, p. 313; quoted in Petry, 
“The Sword of the Spirit,” pp. 80-81. However, according to the Rev. Harris, there were five 
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Arabian Nights, Banyan’s Pilgrims’ Progress and many other short stories and pamphlets. Almost 
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114 Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of Burma, pp. 36, 300. 
115 Cf. Edward Norman Harris, “The Conservation of a Race as a Missionary by-Product,” p. 159.  
116 Under the British rule, Karens made up a majority of the indigenous military forces down to 1940. 

John Frank Cady, A History of Modern Burma, p. 141, note 56.The first Union of Burma’s 
commander-in-chief of the army and of the police forces was General Smith Dun, a Karen. But his 
tenure was short-lived because of the confrontations between the Burmese government and the 
Karen National Union (KNU). He was removed from his command on February 1, 1949. His 
Memoirs of the Four-foot Colonel (1980) is well known among students of the histories of the 
Karens or Burma on the eve of its independence. 

117 To name just a very few prominent Karens from the past to the present, Dr. T. Than Bya, whose 
passage we started this section with, was probably one of the earliest individuals, if not the very 
first person, from Burma to acquire a higher western academic degree. He was sent aboard by the 
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together with the proliferation of written materials, both in Sgaw and Pwo Karens, 
were the impetus for the Karens to enact and reenact their collective identities 
together with the far-away Karens in the kingdom of Ava, constructing the Karen 
nationhood. Recalling a main thrust of Benedict Anderson’s seminal work,118 
through the creation of a reading public, the Karen began to imagine their 
community as a nation.  

In a culturally complex kingdom of Ava, many indigenous peoples, with no 
book traditions and structures of sociability resulting from civilizational 
discourses, had often been exploited, oppressed, destroyed, and/or left at the 
margins if they were worthless, Christianity therefore provided these peoples with 
literacy and education, health care and expanded western-like social organizations. 
Hence, for the baptized Karens, the advent of the “younger white brother” meant 
spiritual, social, and material advancement – one that would soon surpass that of 
most Burmans. The progress of the Karens following western ideals of life was so 
impressive that some westerners inside British Burma made remarks that arguably 
heightened the Burmans’ collective animosity toward the Karens, as documented in 
Donald Smeaton’s The Royal Karens of Burma: 

I have heard it said by an officer of great experience in Burma and a keen 
observer, “The Burma cannot stand before the Karen[sic]. The Karen[sic] 
and the native of India will divide Burma between them….Strange, indeed, it 
would be if in the distant future the Karen[sic] should become the master and 
the Burman[sic] the servant, and if, as was predicted fifty years ago by an 
eminent missionary on his death-bed, “The Burmese[sic] should receive 
eternal life at the hands of those who were once their slaves.”119 

Jeff Petry aptly puts it: “Once converted, the mobility begins, physically, 

																																																																																																																																													
American Baptist Mission to study at the University of Rochester, New York. He was a founder 
and the first President of the Karen National Association (BaSaw Khin, Fifty Years of Struggle, p. 
6; Jeffrey Louis Petry, The Sword of the Spirit, p. 90. Dr. San C. Po, widely regarded as “father” 
of the Karen nation, a physician by training and a graduate from an American medical college, 
was appointed in 1916 and serving for several years in the Legislative Council of British Burma, 
being the first member of the Karens to be thus honored. John Frank Cady, A History of Modern 
Burma, p. 141; Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of Burma, p. 310 ; Martin Smith, 
Burma: Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity, p. 51. Saw Ba U Gyi, who later became the first 
president of the Karen National Union (KNU), the governing body fighting for, first, a separate 
country for the Karens, later a certain level of autonomy for the Karen State. Dr. Simon Tha, one 
of the most important surgeons in Burma, a staunch Karen Nationalist who found a way to work 
under the SLORC/SPDC. Dr. Cynthia Maung, a co-founder and the director of the Mae Tao Clinic 
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118 Benedict R. O’G Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (London: Verso, 1991). 

119 Donald Mackenzie Smeaton, The Loyal Karens of Burma, pp. 202-203. 
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psychologically, and socially. One’s cosmology is redefined.”120 It would not be 
long for political advancement to be the Karens’ aspiration, not only as individuals, 
but also as a nation, to paraphrase Jacques Rancière (the detail of which will be 
discussed in the next section): becoming a part with some parts in the 
“community” called Burma. 

A colonizing religion like Christianity was recognized differently by the 
Burmans and the Karens: the former felt threatened and oppressed deeper, the 
latter liberated. The “superior” Burman elite started to view the so-call “Karens’ 
advancement” with suspicion, envy, and animosity:121  

One village of nearly a thousand inhabitants worshipped God…for some time, 
unknown to the Burmans; but, when the latter learned the fact, they sent an 
armed force to destroy the village. Some of the Karens inquired of their 
leader if they should fight. “No,” replied the chief: “it is inconsistent with the 
worship of our God to fight. We will cast ourselves upon his protection.” They 
then opened their gates, brought forth their weapons of defense, and laid 
them at the feet of their enemies. Thus defenseless, they were immediately 
slain by their cruel oppressors, the Burmans….This record seems incredible; 
and yet in the year 1851, -- even so late a date at that, -- the Burmese viceroy 
of Rangoon told Mr. Kincaid [“the hero missionary”] that he would instantly 
shoot the first Karen whom he found that could read.122  

Admittedly, the fact that this is a representative writing of many similar 
instances written by other missionaries does not silence the observation that it was 
natural for missionaries to always paint negative pictures on the Burmans and their 
rulers, kings or military juntas.123 The missionaries did not succeed in converting 
most Burmans who were Buddhist. Also, the Karens were the missionaries’ success 
story; hence the shepherds must protect their sheep and their turf. However, one 
should locate this kind of story alongside other stories of atrocious conduct by the 
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Convert,” p. 130; Sau Le, Morning Star (Dec. 29, 1850) quoted in Jeffrey Louis Petry, The Sword 
of the Spirit, p. 113. In the Rev. Francis Mason’s book about the first baptized Karen, he states that 
in 1837, or just nine years after Ko Thah Byu’s baptism:  
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Louis Petry, The Sword of the Spirit, p. 114. 
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Myanmar Past and Present” (2002). 



A Journey of Animus? Christianized Karens and Recollections of Karen-Burman Animosity 

	

321	

Burmans’ functionaries. The Karens have stories of their own sufferings before and 
after the advent of American missionaries and the Europeans, as well as after 
independence up until – by and large – the historic election of 2010. After that, one 
cannot help but starting to be cognizant of such overwhelming stories of atrocities 
in the land under the hegemonic Burmans, especially when one attempts to 
understand the situations from indigenous peoples’ points of views, which 
unfortunately have been sparse. 

For many baptized Karens, Christianity was a sheer miracle. Civilizing 
discourses such as those connected to the nineteenth century Christianity, 
Enlightenment, and empire worked differently for different peoples. One could 
argue that the baptized Karens were double-colonized, but one must also 
acknowledge the transformation of the Karens from being imperceptible 
indigenous peoples to becoming parts of larger communities, firstly the Burmese 
Kingdom, and then the British empire. Before entering the two communities, many 
“heathen” and illiterate hill-Karens were not considered equally as humans. It 
would be very challenging to argue against W.C.B Purser, when he wrote in the 
early twentieth century: 

Christianity has transformed the Karens beyond all recognition. It has not 
only given them a literature and education; it has changed a multitude of 
mutually hostile tribes into a united and compact people. The Karens are now 
a nation with national hopes and aspirations, and with…the nucleus of an 
organization that will in time bind together the widely scattered members of 
the race.124  

Leaving the forest where both the Burman and British sovereign powers had 
not always been able to inscribe them,125 as a nation, they were now referred to 
and included as part of the sovereignty’s juridical fabrics. From then on, their 
memories started to be accounted-for. And in 1880, five years before the complete 
fall of the kingdom of Ava to the British, they wanted to let the world know them 
as a nation – subjectifying themselves as an ethnic nationality in the Rancièrian 
sense of the term.  

Rancière’s “the Political” 
Jacques Rancière’s conception of “the political” allows us to understand that 

the struggles of the Karens – the practices of enunciating and/or demonstrating 
themselves as qualified political subjects – are the constructions of political spaces. 

Rancière returns to the classical Greek to formulate his approach to “the 
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125 See e.g., the minutes by the Chief Commissioner of British Burma, dated May 1, 1863, quoted in 

McMahon, The Karens of the Golden Chersonese, p. 175. 



Exploring Religio-cultural Pluralism in Southeast Asia 

	
	

322	

political.” Politics, he avers, is not the exercise of power and must not be thought 
of as a specific way of living. Everything about politics is contained in specific 
relationship of “part-taking” [avoir-part] (which in French means both a partaking 
and a partition): a mode of relation that involves a specific kind of subject and 
derives from a particular form of reason.126 This mode of relation disturbs, 
deviates from, or supplements the normal order of things.127 It is this political 
relationship that allows one to think the possibility of a political subject[ivity] (le 
sujet politique), and not the other way around.128  

Politics disappears the moment one undoes this knot of a subject and a 
relation, in which a political subject is defined by “its participation in 
contrarieties.”129 This anomalous relation is thus expressed in the nature of the 
political subjects who “are not social groups but rather forms of inscription of ‘the 
[ac]count of the unaccounted-for’…‘the part of those who have no-part’” – 
whether or not this part exists thus is the political issue.130 Rancière’s idea of the 
“unaccounted for” [l’hors-compte] refers to those who have no qualifications to 
part-take in the arche, no qualification for being taken into account.131  

When politics is viewed as contained in a specific mode of relation of 
“part-taking,” political struggle is about a special kind of “counting.” And there are 
two contrasting ways of counting, one called the police, the other politics. The 
former only counts empirical parts whereas the latter counts the “‘in addition,’ a 
part of the no-part.”132 These two contrasting ways of counting depend on general 
laws that define the form of part-taking: the “partitions of the sensible” [le partage 
du sensible]. They are the laws that operate by first defining the modes of 
perception in which the forms of part-taking are inscribed.133 They refer to the 
manners in which “a relation between a shared ‘common’ [un commun partage] 
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and the distribution of exclusive parts is determined through the sensible.”134  
The sensible itself presupposes a partition between what is visible and 

invisible, what is audible and inaudible. A partition of the sensible always concerns 
the things that a community regards as qualified “‘to be looked into,’ and the 
appropriate subjects to look into them, to judge and decide about them.”135 It thus 
separates and excludes, on the one hand, and allows exclusive participation, on the 
other. Not everything is supposed to be seen or heard,136 and the Karens had had to 
endure such police logic in the Burman kingdom of Ava for a very long time, until 
they incresingly became solidified as a group of people. More than that, they later 
determined to part-take in the kingdoam arche so that they could be perceptible to 
the global arche, the incident of which would later lead to the establishment of 
their first ever Karen National Association. 

The Karen National Association 
In 1880 – five year before King Thibaw dethroned and Mandalay, the capital, 

taken by the British Empire – a representative of the British Queen was to visit one 
of the most important cities of the Ava kingdom, Rangoon.137 By that time, 
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however, various Karen communities had started to establish themselves in this 
city and other areas of the Burmans’ kingdom. Yet the Karens were not properly 
included in the reception ceremony. Initially, their representatives were given a 
far-off allotted space, without roofing and facilities, along the road where the 
viceroy would pass through. No invitation to the only viceroy’s welcoming party 
was extended to the Karens. However, after some visits to several concerned 
government-officials, the Karen leaders were given a good spot and an invitation, 
as they had desired.  

The Rev. T. Than Bya’s writing evinces the Karens leaders’ adequate 
understanding of the importance of the Karens becoming perceptible as a nation. 
During the conversation between his group and the Township Officer, a person in 
his group said “in this country there are only two major races: Burmese [sic] and 
Karen [sic]. If you place the Burmese [sic] as the first one, you should place the 
Karen [sic] as the second one. And, if you place the Burmese [sic] in the second 
place, then you should place the Karen [sic] in the first place.”138 The result of this 
meeting was a good space and an invitation to attend the party.  

The next day, The Rangoon Gazette newspaper announced that when the 
viceroy came to the ceremony, the Karens as well as other ethnicities would be 
present. When one of the Karen leaders read about this, he repeatedly declared 
with exultation saying: “Now, now, now! The name of our Karen people is known 
among the multitudes, the crowds, the nations!”139 – they were now publicly given 
spaces. More than that, a couple of days later, the Governor of Rangoon also asked 
the Karen leaders to give an accurate number of the Karen population in the 
Rangoon area because the records his office possessed had been incorrect. To this, 
the leaders reported a figure of 400,000.140 One could state that once a nation 
existed, it had to be counted properly.  

Here is a celebratory account by the Rev. T. Than Bya when the important day 
came: 

When the great day came, all we Karen people, young and old, dressed in our 
Karen costumes and walked to the place. And O! it was a great, great, great 
moment, because all those living on both sides of the street came out – the 
Burmese [sic], Shan [sic], British [sic], Indian [sic] – they rushed down from 
their houses and admired the Karen people. 

And when the great man arrived at the pandol, the British soldier in front of 

																																																																																																																																													
368-371. 

138 Jeffrey Louis Petry, The Sword of the Spirit, p. 121. 
139 Than Bya’s “The Visit of the Queen’s Representative and the Birth of the Karen National 

Association,” quoted in Jeffrey Louis Petry, p. 121.  
140 Than Bya’s “The Visit of the Queen’s Representative and the Birth of the Karen National 

Association,” quoted in Jeffrey Louis Petry, p. 122.  
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the Karen pandol blew his trumpet and a Karen man began to play his harp, 
and the Karen multitude began to sing. The great man asked the British 
troops to stop their bands, because he wanted to listen to the Karen choir. 
When the song ended, and the great man’s car was still at rest, Ku Loo Nee [a 
Karen leader] went and handed him the welcoming letter. The great man said, 
“Yes, I accept it.” And he bowed to the Karen multitude, and the Karen 
multitude bowed back to him, with smiles. And the great man continued on 
his way. 

The following day in the newspaper the names of the Karen and Burmese 
who were given permission to be at the party were reported…[and thus,] by 
the end of 1880, the Karen people were recognized in newspapers and by the 
representative of the Queen. And it was really something for the Karen elders 
to think about profoundly.141  

The arrival of the viceroy resulted in the Karens subjectifying themselves 
amidst the police’s logic of perceptibility in the Burman public sphere under the 
not yet complete rule of the British Empire, reconfiguring the given field of 
experience. 

After this defining event, the baptized Karen leaders began to ponder that the 
Karens had not been adequately self-reliant in their Christian communities, but had 
instead let foreign missionaries carried on too much of a workload; had not been 
chosen to work in administrative positions; and had not become involved in 
political activities. Therefore, in 1881, fifty-three years after the “first baptism,” 
the first Karen association was established: the Karen National Association (“Daw 
k’lu” – meaning literally “the whole race”). The association, which later became a 
powerful entity in Burmese politics, was to represent and promote the 
advancement of the Karens as a whole.142 From then on, they would be aware of 
perceptibility and recognition, unlike their imperceptible ancestors in the fields, 
forests, or hills.  

Even though the foreign missionaries failed to convert most Burmans (no 
matter Buddhists or Animists), they succeeded immensely with the Karens. The 
baptized Karens who became a very vocal and visible “minority” have therefore 
come to represent their entire nation (Christian or otherwise) to the outside world. 
Written in 1945, about 117 years after the “first baptism” in 1828, the Rev. Harry 
Marshall wrote:  

Very few races or tribes of people have made greater progress in a century 
and a quarter than have the Karens in Burma. When we think of their wild 

																																																								
141 Than Bya’s article “The Visit of the Queen’s Representative and the Birth of the Karen National 

Association,” quoted in Jeffrey Louis Petry, p. 122. 
142 See e.g., San Crombie Po, Burma and the Karens; Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karen People of 

Burma, p. 311; John Frank Cady, A History of Modern Burma, pp. 99ff; Martin Smith, Burma: 
Insurgency and the Politics of Ethnicity, pp. 45ff. 
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state, their unhealthy ways, their lack of knowledge, their fear of strangers 
and their hesitancy in changing their old accepted ways, their primitive 
agriculture and crude villages, we can hardly realized that some of the 
refined, educated, well-dress and cultured people that we have known come 
from such unlikely ancestry. The “wild cattle of the hills” have indeed turned 
out to be what they called themselves, Pg K’ Nyaw, which actually means 
“men.”143  

The Karens echoed Marshall’s employment of the colonizing language and 
civilizing discourse – in which progress is linear and teleological – yet with great 
political astuteness. It was in the so-called manifesto (as Donald Smeaton labelled 
it)144 from one of the unidentified leaders of the Karen National Association that 
the nexus between written language, “the political,” and nationhood can be seen as 
being internalized by the Christian Karens. This is most obvious when the text of 
the so-called manifesto elaborates the advantage of Christian Karens over 
“heathen” Karens and the fact that the latter had been left untouched: 

This segregation of the Christian Karens split the Karen race into two 
sections, the heathen and the Christian. The former, with no means of 
educating themselves – the written language being not theirs, the white Book 
sealed to them – uncared for by the State, as their voice could not be heard, 
are no better off than in the days of Burmese [sic] rule, because of their 
ignorance. On the other hand, the latter, with his village school, his 
newspaper the Morning Star, the Association of the Churches, the Home 
Mission Societies, the Missionary Conventions, the High Schools, is prepared 
to start in life with every advantage.145  

Nationhood,	Language,	and	“the	Political”	

Walter D. Mignolo states in The Darker Side of the Renaissance, bringing 
civilization to so-called barbarians means different things from different loci of 
enunciation, i.e., from different positions of speaking, which enables the speaking 

																																																								
143 Harry Ignatius Marshall, The Karens of Burma, p. 35; cf. Walter Mignolo, Local Histories/Global 

Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2000), pp. 283-284. 

144 Donald Mackenzie Smeaton, The Loyal Karens of Burma, p. 226. 
145 Smeaton, Donald Mackenzie, The Loyal Karens of Burma, p. 222. The text of the “manifesto” 

was quoted literally by the Financial Commissioner Donald MacKenzie Smeaton, an admirer and 
ardent supporter of the Karens, in his famous book The Royal Karens of Burma (1887). It is very 
possible that the “manifesto” printed in this book was written between 1880-1887 because the idea 
of the Association had not taken place until after the 1880’s visit of the viceroy, as stated by the 
Rev. T. Than Bya, printed in Petry, The Sword of the Spirit, pp. 123-124.  
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subjects to change or maintain systems of values and beliefs.146 And it seems to be 
a commonplace for missionaries from either the so-called “New World” or the 
Burman kingdom of Ava that the “lack of letters is equated with a lack of 
civilization.”147  

Some reasons why being civilized means to have a written language is 
because written inscription has a power to tame the voice, to preserve the 
memories of a community, and to advance the community’s socio-cultural 
processes. The propensity of written language to unify and inter-relate peoples is 
greater than spoken language. Through its grammar, for instance, written language 
can systematize, control, and unify the variety of “wild” voices. Once unified, 
peoples become a people – a nation; and the unity of language is every nation’s 
dream.148 All of these reasons enable one to discern a nexus between written 
language and power via colonization; and thus it is justifiable, from the 
missionaries’ loci of enunciation, that people with writing dominate and rule 
peoples from an oral civilization.149 In other words, the nexus of languages (read 
written languages), peoples, and knowledges is understood in terms of a 
chronological hierarchy rather than a series of spatial differences – i.e., denying 
coevalness.150  

From the Christian perspective, the Karens had voices, but they needed 
letters. The civilized Karens then became humans when they became a people of 
the Book with books. As Christianity disciplined the Karens’ “wild” souls, letters 
and their grammars both structured language and shaped (if not controlled) the 
Karens’ intellect. For instance, their Animism which had shaped their cosmologies 
and relations with their biotic communities no longer had a place in the 
Christianizing discourses. Among other things, it was just illogical to speak about 
spirits that are simultaneously corporeal and incorporeal. Nonetheless, being 
Christianized for the Karens need not be disadvantageous. There is doubleness 
here: first, being Christianized and colonized; and second, exploiting the 
Christianization and colonization to secure equality with the Burmans by making 
themselves perceptible. The term “Karens” then contains two kinds of 
signification: the pre-baptized “Karens” refers to the objectified Karens as peoples 
of nature and wildness, whereas the post-baptized “Karens” refers to the 
subjectivizing Karens as peoples of convention and discipline. Most likely, the 
pre-baptized were haunted by the past of violent encounters with the hegemonic 

																																																								
146 Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of the Renaissance: Literacy, Territoriality, and Colonization 

(Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1995), pp. 5, 39. 
147 Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of the Renaissance, p. 43. 
148 Walter Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs, p. 76. 
149 Cf. Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of the Renaissance, pp. 29-43, 127. 
150 Walter Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs, p. 283; Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of the 

Renaissance, pp. 126ff. 
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Burmans, while the latter were full of hope for the future when they could take a 
stance against the Burmans. 

Nonetheless, unlike the demos in the Greek polis, who could attend the Greek 
public sphere, the Karens’ and many other indigenous peoples’ lives without letter 
in the kingdom of Ava had no political stage to voice their agonies, if their voices 
were heard at all. To be recognized by the arche, the hegemony of the Burmans, 
they needed both audibility and visibility. It is true, as Giorgio Agamben states that, 
“a thing is [a] subject because of the fact of being in language.”151 But not every 
kind of language works. This is because, recalling Rancière, there are tensions 
between logos and phone, as two of the most important attributes defining the 
partition of the sensible. That is to say, only language that makes a people 
perceptible is effective; only language that makes subjectification perceptible is 
effectual – which is the political par excellence in the Rancièrian sense. Being 
humans of letter, therefore, enabled the Karens’ subjectification as a people, 
turning their voices into speeches demonstrating a shared recognition rather than 
just cries expressing a state of being.  

Consequently, it was not enough for either the Sgaw Karen, the Pwo Karen, 
the Bwe Karen, or any other Karens to have their spoken language as long as their 
spoken dialects were without written language. The arrival of the colonialists and 
missionaries then came as a package: religion (for the “lost Book”), written script, 
and the power to dehegemonize and equalize with the Burmans. Yet, in the land 
that was known as the Burman kingdom of Ava, later as British Burma, and finally 
as the Burmese/Myanmar nation-state, the interlacement of perceptibility, the 
political, and atrocities upon indigenous peoples could not be discerned solely on 
the logos-phone tensions. Once the Burmese nation-state was created in 1948, 
these peoples have been inscribed by the nation-state’s sovereign power as “ethnic 
minorities.” Many of their histories as nations were disregarded. After the 
dissolution of the global power British Empire, the violence inflicted upon ethnic 
nationalities by the Burmese sovereign power gradually escalated and continues, 
even after two historic elections in 2010 and 2015.152 As I am writing this article 
in early 2019, the future of the Karens still looks bleak. Such is true as well to 
those others – ethnically or religiously – who do not fit in the arche of the 
hegemonic Burmans.  

In tracing the becomingness of the Karens, this article constructs an historical 

																																																								
151 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life trans. Daniel Heller-Roaze 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), p. 21. 
152 See my writings: “Imperceptible Naked-Lives and Atrocities”; “Taking Flight in Condemned 

Grounds”; “‘Temporary Shelter Areas’ and the Paradox of Perceptibility”; “Imperceptible 
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space; in effect, a kind of continuity of a people is also created. To write a Karen 
nation is then to subscribe to a historiographical mode of homogenous continuum, 
opposed by Benjamin. Consequently, there is incommensurability between writing 
the Rancièrian mode of the Karen subjectification as a nation and the Benjaminian 
historiography.153 

Given what my research since 2000 has evinced: Before the 2010 historic 
election, many Karens, especially in war zones, have had to endure atrocious 
violence commited by the Burma/Myanmar’s Tatmadaw, ripping them of their 
form-of-life (bios) as a historical subject and their nakedness revealed. It is, thus, 
crucial to write a history of these peoples. Walter D. Mignolo points out that “Texo 
in Latin…meant ‘to weave.’” And by transference, it was also used in the sense of 
“to interlace or to intertwine.”154 To write a text is thus to weave, to interlace 
various threads and render them intertwined. To write this historical article, in a 
way, is to interlace diverse historical warps and woof, weaving a literary fabric that 
is meant to protect the forcibly displaced Karens from their sheer fact of being 
(zoe) being revealed. For many of them have been treated as non-human without 
history, the same as they were treated before being baptized.155  

Though written chronologically, this article interrupts the telling in the 
dominant version of “Burma’s history.” Not subscribing to Burma’s historical 
continuity, the narrative not only amplifies the entanglements between the 
nation-state and the Karens therein, but also shatters the order of coherence of 
Burma’s storyline. Although endorsing a nationalist history, this article deviates 
from the Burmese statist history. It also disrupts the dominant models of the 
hegemonic historiographies – whether of the Burmans or of the British – that have 
monopolized the telling of stories and memories of varieties of lives and 
subjectivities in the land called Burma/Myanmar. Such disruption will at times 
force this article’s narrative, as Ranajit Guha aptly puts it, “to stutter in its 
articulation instead of delivering in an even flow of words.”156 With this article’s 
major aim of portraying the becomingness of the Karens – a subaltern group – in 
relation to the Burmans, it is necessarily so. Nonetheless, there were times when 
the Karens were not subaltern, one of them occurred in a “temporary shelter area” 

																																																								
153 For another example of the deployment of the Benjaminian historiography; however, see Decha 

Tangseefa, “Imperceptible Naked-Lives and Atrocities, chapter 7,” as it evokes the image of the 
Ratchaburi Hospital Siege near the Thai-Myanmar state-boundary occurring on January 24-5, 
2000. 

154 Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of the Renaissance, p. 86; cf. Walter Benjamin, “On the Image 
of Proust,” in Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary Smith eds., Harry Zohn trans. 
Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings Vol. 2 (1927-1934)(Cambridge, Mass.; London: Belknap, 
1999), p. 238. 

155 See Decha Tangseefa, “Imperceptible Naked-Lives and Atrocities.”  
156 Ranajit Guha, “The Small Voice of History,” Subaltern Studies: Writings on South Asian History 
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to which we now turn.  

Conclusion:	A	Journey	of	Animus?	 	

Memories of animus and violence have been kept alive by varieties of peoples 
in Blae Koh “temporary shelter area” – or, normally called “camp” – on the Thai 
side.157 Many of whom were forcibly displaced, while others voluntarily migrated 
to live therein hoping to be resettled to third countries. Apart from my doctoral 
fieldwork years along the Thai-Myanmar borderlands during 2000-2001, I was 
continuously conducting fieldwork in that region during December 2007-August 
2018 – inside and outside Blae Koh, and on both sides of the state-boundary. 
Amidst such experiences, one of my team’s research projects was for Thailand’s 
National Human Right Commission. It was aimed to understand the shelter 
residents’ livelihoods as well as to help prepare them for possible repatriation (if 
and when it will happen). In that project, we learnt from our informants about the 
manifestations of memories of animus, which could be categorized in two ways. 
First, a Burmese soundscape: they were memories of the majority Karens on their 
“otherness” – whoever spoke the Burmese language. Second, memory of 
Burma/Myanmar: they were memories of, by and large, shelter residents toward 
Burma/Myanmar.158 

																																																								
157 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-Myanmar borderland were 
officially established in 1984 and hence have been there for thirty years. An entire generation was 
born and raised during 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 
residence of those staying in these spaces and on the Thai soil. Second, people who have come to 
be involved with these shelter areas call them “camps.” In 2001, while I was interviewing the 
Ministry of Interior’s (MOI) personnel who supervised 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 Thailand 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 forcibly 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. For more details see Decha Tangseefa, 
“‘Temporary Shelter Areas’ and the Paradox of Perceptibility” and “‘I Want to Stay Forever In 
You’”. 

158 Even though Burma/Myanmar’s political landscape has gradually – and in some ways – become 
more open after two general elections and amidst a persisting rumor that the string of “temporary 
shelter areas” along the Thai-Myanmar borderlands would soon be closed, many Blae Koh 
residents had chosen to remain therein, albeit harsher atmosphere, including food ration cut and 
still no legal permission to leave the area searching for job in Thailand. Until 2018, one main 
reason that quite a few residents had told my team was: They had been haunted by tragic 
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The first kind of memory is our focus here. Such memories mainly work 
through the ears; and they rendered a unique kind of power relations in this terrain. 
Blae Koh – the biggest of all nine shelter areas along the borderlands which housed 
about 50,000 people – has been regarded as one of the “Karen Camps.” This is so 
because it is located across the Karen State (or a land inhabited largely by the 
Karens). Yet, the population landscape of this shelter area had transformed a great 
deal since 2005 when the first group of the shelter residents began to resettle in 
third countries. And there has been a rumor: Before the historic election in 2010, 
quite an amount of people sold their houses in Burma/Myanmar, flew to the 
Suvarnabhumi International Airport, got on buses to Mae Sot (a border town 
between the two countries), then to the Blae Koh shelter area, and finally bought 
houses – and, if possible, “UN cards” – inside this shelter area. My Karen 
informants as well as a few colleagues working in some INGOs have echoed the 
same sentiment: Since 2005, Blae Koh has become so cosmopolitan and 
linguistically heterogeneous. This heterogeneity has in turn constituted, what I call, 
a linguistic soundscape where voices of non-Karen new comers had rendered, what 
I term, audible politics – the politics that works through the ears. It is a kind of 
politics which turned the Karens who had been the majority peoples – by any 
standard, marginal peoples in a marginal terrain – to become hegemons who had 
practiced discrimination.  

Our team had talked and interviewed leaders and members of a group called 
Coordinating Committee for Ethnic Groups (CCEG). The group was set up to 
represent non-Karens in this shelter area, hence the word “ethnicity” did not 
include the Karens in this context. There were at least ten ethnic nationalities: 
Kachins, Kayahs, Chins, Nagas, Pa-Os, Burmans, Mons, Arakaneses/Rohingyas, 
Lahus and Lisus. From the perspectives of this group’s members, variety of 
discriminatory practices toward those who had spoken the Burmese language – 
whether they were Burmans or not – had been performed by the Karen majority. 
The leader of this group stated that they were “double minority” in Blae Koh. My 
assistant’s field note states:  

X was born in the Shan state in the war-torn area….She said that there were 
so many people came [sic] to talk to her, e.g., staff from the Japanese embassy, 
UNHCR to ask about situations [in the camp]. She repeatedly said that “we 
have no future here.” She had told all these people until she became tired of 
talking about this and that “there was none who really cared for us.” At time, 
she wanted to stop talking about this, but it’s her duty. She had to speak. She 
told me that I had to distinguish between “real refugee” and the other type, 
ones who had one of these three cards: Burmese ID, Thai ID or UN card. The 
kinds of people who had suffered and had not been able to go anywhere were 

																																																																																																																																													
memories of violence committed against them and/or their loved ones inside Burma/Myanmar. 
This phenomenon, however, is beyond the scope of this article. 
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people like her, who were double minority. She didn’t dare to cross to the 
other side [Burma/Myanmar] to register and didn’t want to because it’s 
dangerous…159 

What she did not know or was not aware was: With Thailand 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, her argument of “real refugee” would not take 
her far. Nonetheless, stories from her and many other non-Karens that we listened 
pointed to one common theme: Speaking Burmese language in the “zone of the 
Karens” had rendered their marginal status even more marginal. In public spaces – 
e.g., streams – or in public spaces for social welfare – e.g., hospital or school – 
these non-Karens had reported that Karens (staff or otherwise) had mistreated 
them: calling them ai chiphāi )ไอฉ้บิหาย (in Thai; 160 hurting them; leaving a 
non-Karen patient waiting in the hospital for four hours before treating the person 
and leave him without taking care again for over a night.161 All of these happened 
after the Karens heard these peoples talking Burmese language.162 Oddly enough, 
all these discriminations, by and large, “disappeared” in 2010, leaving only 
remnant of memories behind.  

Disappearance aside, my ethnographic research along the Thai-Myanmar 
borderlands since 2000 until recently confirms one notion: many Karens still 
maintain deep animosity toward Burmans. This collective animus leads to two 
questions. First, is there a continuous “journey of animus” between the two ethnic 
nationalities until the present in the following three terrains: a) inside 
Burma/Myanmar at large; b) inside the Karen State; c) along the Thai-Myanmar 
borderlands? Second, if there is, in what form(s) has it taken? These questions 
definitely require a further study.   

																																																								
159 Interview on August 12, 2013. 
160 There are two parts of this word, ไอฉิ้บหาย, the first one is the prefix ai- )ไอ(้- which is usually a 

way to call someone. If the caller is a friend, to use this prefix is, more often than not, a 
confirmation of a strong bonding. If not, it is considered rude in Thai language. As for the second 
part, chiphāi )ฉิบหาย ,(it literally means catastrophe. When these two parts are connected to become 
one word, there is no direct translation in English. Because it does not make sense to call someone: 
“You, the catastrophe.” Moreover, calling a person ai chiphāi )ไอฉิ้บหาย (is a way of degrading 
someone in Thai language. 

161 One of my key informants also informed my team that UNHCR once located a Burman physician 
in the hospital in the camp; and Karen hospital staff boycotted by not coming to work. 

162 There was one major hospital and several small clinics in Blae Koh. There were 29 schools 
providing basic education (under the supervision of ZOA). There were also six more schools 
providing post-10 education; they were: LMTC (Leadership Management and Training College), 
PTMJC (Pu Taw Memorial Junior College), LMC (Leadership and Management Course), ALCC 
(Anglican Literacy and Computer Centre), ESP (Engineering Study Programme), and KKBBSC 
(Kaw Thoo Lei Karen Baptist Bible School). 
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