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MUSIC AND ETHNIC IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION OF THE PWO KAREN : A CASE
STUDY OF PWO KAREN IN BOWEE VILLAGE , TANOWSRI SUB-DISTRICT
SUANPAUNG DISTRICT , RACHABURI PROVINCE

VATIT DURIYAUNGGOON : 4636802 LCCS/M
M.A.(CULTURAL STUDIES)

THESIS ADVISORS : SAOWAPHA PORNSIRIPONG, B.A., M.A.(SOCIOLOGY),
PH.D., PORNTHIP USUPHARAT, B.A., M.A., ANAN SOPRUEK B.ED., M.ED.

ABSTRACT

The objective of this research was to study ethnic identity and ethnic identity
construction process of Pwo Karen in Bowee Village, Tanowsri Sub-district,
Saunpaung District, Rachaburi Province Thailand. The research methodology was
qualitative research. Data were gathered by using in-depth interview with related
persons who are both official and unofficial leaders of the community, the founder,
singers, and performers from the music band of Pwo Karen in Bowee Village,
including Bowee villagers, and third parties who had a chance to see the performance
of the mentioned music band during August 2006 to August 2008.

The research result found that Pwo Karen had lost their original ethnic
identity. Because of the development of the governmental sector, the ethnic identity
was reconstructed in order to focus on individuality of Karen and to show such
individuality to outside society for acknowledgement. The process of ethnic identity
construction included (1) creating ideas on culture and harmony in order to cultivate
consciousness of Karen, (2) using social capital as identity driver through local
administration organizations in order to ask for budget support, (3) bringing back
Karen musical instruments which previously used to exist in the village, (4) providing
a costume for musical players and performers which showed the unique style of
Karen, (5) improving the content of original rhythms and lyrics in order to narrate
history and background of Karen ancestors as well as to cultivate the consciousness of
harmony, and (6) developing the style of performance which concentrated on love and
harmony in the group.

The identity of Pwo Karen was reproduced by performances of the music
band on several occasions, both inside and outside the village. In addition, the music
band was operated by a cooperative group of persons in order to succeed in being
Karen, although this cooperation may lack sustainability. Thus, organizations in the
area, such as schools should play a major role in identity succession. In addition, the
Tumbon Administration Organizations should support the budget and facilitate the
coordination with security organization when the music band performs outside the
village.

KEY WORDS: IDENTITY/PWO KAREN IN BOWEE VILLAGE/ IDENTITY
CONSTRUCTION PROCESS THROUGH MUSIC

169 pp.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

Importance of Problems

The study of culture through music was a delicate work which showed
internal value since mankind was originated from different races, colors, religions,
and cultures. In addition, music is a property of mankind and it is a common language
that every group of nations can study with faithfulness. The variety of music of
mankind can be categorized in types and levels and called by category in order to be
memorized easily for different groups and societies (Panapan, 1991:8). The study of
music in ethnic group was an interesting musical study. The result can identify the
cultural history of people, lifestyle, ritual rites, and beliefs. Moreover, the music is a
tool for exhibiting the identity of each group.

Karen is a tribe residing in Thailand before other tribes. Karen is divided
into 4 groups according to the number of population which are S’kow Karen, Pwo
Karen, Bwe, B’ghwe, or Kayah Karen, and Hu Tangthu or Pao Karen. These groups
of Karen have emigrated to Thailand for several..............

Both S’Kow Karen and Pwo Karen called themselves as “Pwakeyor”,
meaning as “People”. S’Kow Karen mostly reside in several provinces such as
Maehongson, Lampoon, and Chiangmai, especially in Mae Jam District. Pwo Karen
lives along the western border between Thailand and Mynmar and mostly are found in
provinces of Tak, Kanjanaburi, Rachaburi, Petchaburi, and Prachuabkirikan (Gowit

Kaewsuwan, 1999:27). Furthermore, Pwo Karen has emigrated from Mynmar border
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to Chaokwao Customs House where is a boundary customs house in the western part,
located in Suanpaung District, Rachaburi Province since 1774.

At present, the Karen area in Suanpaung District is determined as an developing
area because the Liberation Army of Thailand announced the approach against government
power by using Suanpaung area as a fort and a Center of Communism Members of
Thailand. The army applied the decentralization policy and held the weapons in order to
fight with Thai government. As a result, the mobile development unit was sent into the area
in order to contend for people by developing economy, society, and politics. The result of
such contending action for people between government and communism party caused the
change of Suanpaung community rapidly in both economy and society. People from
outside areas were accepted to explore earning area, while the mine concession area which
was supported by the government was expanded. Thai private company was granted a
concession for forest in dominant area of Karen Union. Suanpaung Karen therefore was a
tribe that the government was attempting to develop and change by defining the new name
of Suanpaung Karen as “Thai Tanowsri” in order to melt down people’s soul and
consciousness to be Thai.

The result of such development highly affected Suanpaung Karen in both
geography and society. Karen’s lifestyle was changed and the transportation was more
convenient. People had contacted with the society in the city and accepted the city culture,
including the style of residence, costume, and food. Karen people used more Thai
language, while Karen children attended the class under Thai educational system. In
addition, entertainment news through television can be reached in every house. On the other
hand, the roles of cultures, beliefs, and ritual rites were lessened respectively.

Amid the change of politics and loss of culture, Suanpaung Karen has built
and found the new area in society in order to maintain their identity by finding out the
meaning, interpreting, and explaining their identity. In addition, the local and
traditional activities were revived; cultural network was created; and the activities
were presented through local administration organization in order to inform the
society that Suanpaung Karen was a part of Thai society, but Suanpaung Karen had
their own identity different from Thai people. Therefore, the researcher was interested
in studying the identity of Pwo Karen in Bowee Village and process of ethnic identity

construction of Pwo Karen in Bowee Village through music. The group of Pwo Karen
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had conceptual method on how to construct their identity through music and the reason why
the music was chosen to play a role in creating identity of Pwo Karen in Bowee Village.
Objectives

The objective of this research was to study ethnic identity and ethnic identity
construction process of Pwo Karen in Bowee Village, Suanpaung Village, Rachaburi
Province, through music.

Research Methodology

The research has chosen the studying area by purposive sampling by selecting
Moo 4 in Bowee Village, Tanowsri Sub-district, Suanpaung District, Rachaburi
Province. The reason was that this village was highly affected by the development. As
a result, it lost their identity of being Karen and it was only one village in Tanowsri
Sub-district that has maintained the music. In addition, it was an area where has never
had any study or research about music before.

As for the target group of the research, the key informant consisted of (1) both
official and unofficial leaders of community, (2) founders and controllers of music band/
music band coordinators, (3) musicians, (4) singers and performers, (5) villagers, and (6)
third party who had a chance to see the performance of such mentioned music band of Pwo
Karen in Bowee Villager, including related government agencies.

Data were gathered by using both official and unofficial interview. The questions
were asked in interviewing session. In case that target group couldn’t speak Thai, the
researcher used an interpreter of Karen music band in order to interpret the meaning of
language because the interpreter acted as a coordinator and worked with the music band
since it was established. Furthermore, the interpreter had a domicile in the area of Bowee
Village; therefore, he/she could speak and understand Thai language well.

Pwo Karen in Bowee Village

Bowee Village is a self-defendant boundary village (PorChorDor) which is
one of seven villages located in Tanowsri Sub-district, Suanpaung District, 15
kilometers from Suanpaung District, and about 78 kilometers from Rachaburi
Province. Most areas are plateau. The West is next to Tanowsri Mountain Range
which is divided the border between Thailand and Mynmar. In addition, it is in the
area of Tanowsri Sub-district Administration Organization. There are 1,528

populations from 572 families. Karen are divided by legal possession of identification
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card, totaling 312 families, 353 males and 298 females, while people who live in the
plateau (hill tribes) possess green identification card with red edge, totaling 260
families, 464 males and 413 females.
Change of Identity of Pwo Karen in Bowee Village

With the geographical feature which its area connects to the border, Bowee
Village therefore is a strategic area where Thai government had paid attention on and
it is an area where the government agency has played a role in the development of
infrastructure, occupation, education, health sanitation, and encouragement of
growing sustainable plants in order to prevent deforestation. Many development
projects have established. As a result the identity of Karen people in Bowee Village
was disappeared by such development. The villagers must adapt themselves and
accept such change, while the government acts as a determiner, in order to work and
to struggle on income earning. The debt has increased from the expenses like urban
people. The residence construction has been changed, while the style of residence
became a sign showing social status. The costume was copied from urban people,
while the usage of Karen language was lessened in daily communication. The new
generation did not understand Karen language and tradition, and ritual rites were
neglected. The tradition was presented in order to serve tourists or outside agencies
such as Rice-wrapped Tradition. Moreover, the educational management which was
not consistent with lifestyle caused young generation unable to work for developing
the villager, but they must struggle in the city in order to earn their living. The village
areas were bought up by capitalists in order to construct as tourist attraction and
resort. The route of transportation connecting to urban society was opened for
convenience purpose, while the concentration on Buddhism and practices for
Buddhists were gradually reduced respectively.
Ethnic Identity Construction Process through Music

Pwo Karen in Bowee Village has provided the process of ethnic identity
construction through musical culture. The interesting issues were as follows:

1)Concept on Identity Construction of Pwo Karen — The concept of Bowee
villagers was to urge Karen people in the village to realize the importance and pride
of being Karen. This concept has therefore selected the musical culture of Pwo Karen

in Bowee Village as a representative of revitalization and dissemination of Karen
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identity because the musical culture can be referred easier than other cultures. In
addition, the music clearly showed the identity of Pwo Karen; enables to reproduce
for several times in one year round; has passed the social forum both inside and
outside village, is concrete concept which people can easily understand; and is
convenient to move to other places. Teacher Suwan Boonsuk who is responsible for
the music band has gathered musicians in the village, who previously were members
in the music band when lived near Myanmar border, the performers were children in
the village who were interesting in the music. According to selection of children for
establishing the music band, it found that children can be driven faster than adults
because adults had a burden of work. In addition, being representative performer of
the village did not get any actual remuneration or salary. Therefore, children were
target group who were easy to make an appointment. Furthermore, the new generation
can inherit Karen language from lyrics, costume, or even consciousness of being
Karen in order to carry on Karen culture in the future.

2)Usage of Social Capital as Identity Driver — Bowee Village Committees
has used the social capital of the village on management, administration, and narcotics
prevention and suppression. As a result, they were granted the best reward from many
governmental organizations. The first step was to present this idea through local
administration organization and got the financial support from the Office of Narcotics
Prevention and Suppression in 2002 for establishment of Karen music band in Bowee
Village, in the amount of 40,300 baht. According to the starting point by establishing the
music band as an important agenda of the village, the fund was raised and people were
cultivated the consciousness of being owner of the music band. Additionally, the music
band presented as symbol and representative of Karen. The musician or performing
children, villagers, and supporters can be proud every time that the music band has
performed. The performance has inserted some histories of immigration of Karen into
Suanpaung District, including love and harmony in lyrics. This continuously reproduced
Karen’s individuality.

3) Revitalization of Karen Musical Instruments —Previously the village had
ever had a Karen music band; however, it had terminated for 60 years ago. In this
regard, to establish a music band, Myanmar’s musical instruments were borrowed.

The musicians were familiar with such musical instruments because they used to play
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when they lived near Myanmar border and such musical instruments can be purchased
easily from Sangklaburi District, Kanjanaburi Province. The revived musical
instruments included melody-generated type which can play various sound levels
according to rhythm of songs which are Pa Ta La (xylophone), Mong Dung (Gong
Lao), Pa Lui (reed pipe), Misare (Indian lute), and pipe organ. Whereas the rhythm-
controlled type included Poladoo (drum), Mong Dung (a kind of Gong), Shekao
(wooden rhythm clappers), and cymbals.

4)Provision of Costume — Teacher Suwan Boonsuk, the band leader, has
provided and bought woven Karen clothes which were sold in the Immigration Center
at Huayklung Village, Suanpaung District, in order to be costumes for musicians and
performers. Since the village didn’t have cloth weaving process as previously had, the
costume for musicians and male performer were red sack-like dress with V-collar, red
feature with white border, and blue vertical border. The collar was embedded by cloth
design from the middle to lower edge of a strip of cloth. Some costumes were
designed with Thai national flag. Some people wore white shirt with long sleeves,
some wore sarong and some wore long trousers. The costume for children and for
adults can be in the same style. The costume for girls was divided into 2 styles. The
first style was red and blue cotton shirts long to ankles. The costume was drawn a line
vertically from shoulder to body. The red or white cloth was wrapped around the
head. Another style was white cotton shirt and flag-colored dress long to the waist
with fabric features on the upper part of the shirt along arms, wearing with sarong and
red or white cloths wrapped around the head. The performers wore this costume when
going out side the village’s area in order to identify the Karen who lived in Thailand
and held Thai nationality and to make a social acceptance.

5)Composition of Lyrics and Rhythm for Performance — Teacher Suwan
Boonsuk has improved and recomposed lyrics and rhythm of Plou-Plu-A-Sa-Kia-Se-
Le, meaning Culture of Karen. The children performers will memorize the lyrics.
Some can sing but they don’t know the meaning. Teacher Suwan attempted to teach
those children to learn Karen language through song. In addition to learn Karen song,
the children will learn about history and background of Karen people from the content
of the song which reflected the hardship of ancestors when they settled down at this

area. Moreover, the composition of lyrics can encourage every Karen people to have
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consciousness on importance of integration, harmony, and maintenance of culture
successively inherited, and reproduction of meaningful and often used lyrics, as well
as, to urge Karen people to pay more attention on their own identity.

6)Development of Performance Style — As for the development of the style
of performance, Mr.Nuttapon Wongsethong, the village headman, has applied an idea
on harmony and showed the outstanding point of basket-making occupation of the
village for creating postures for Thai classical dance of Teacher Suwan Boonsuk. The
performance style was divided into 2 sets: (1) Letter Transformation Set — The
posture of Thai classical dance was only the rhythmic movement. The point is that
children must memorize transformation of the line when dancing in order to represent
each English alphabet into the words of “Karen Custom” which means Culture of
Karen. The meaning of these words was blended in Karen lyrics which tried to tell
the background of Karen culture, together with common language in the same
meaning, and (2) Mat Intertwine Set — This performance did not focus on the posture
of Thai classical dance. Children will hold the end of rope connected to the end of the
post and step their tiptoes rhythmically. The important point for this set was children
must memorize crossed rope when bending down or raising hand across the rope in
order such rope can be bound with the post in the form of mat intertwining. This
performance showed the harmony and cooperation on problem solving as well as implied
the character of basket weaving process which was a famous product of the village.
Discussion

According to the research result as mentioned above, Pwo Karen at Bowee Village
was a strong boundary community, having history and background for many period of
times, and effecting to Thai society from the past to the present. Although this Karen was a
small ethnic group, this group was important to education because it reflected to the
management process and paid attention on their own cultural lifestyle when living with
urban society. With several factors causing the change in Karen culture, Karen people in
Bowee Village have attempted to develop the cultural process against those factors and to
inform the same group to recognize the importance and pride of the tribe before being
forgotten by living in the urban society. Meanwhile, Karen people in Bowee Village tried to
inform outside society to accept Karen by supporting Karen to hold Thai nationality and by

explaining their individuality through musical culture which was simply established. The
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performance was recreated under the concept of culture and harmony in their own group.
The process of identity construction through musical culture of Pwo Karen in Bowee
Village was an interesting study case which can be revived and bring back the lost identity
of Karen to play a major role again. Other ethnic groups that encountered the problem on
cultural deterioration can used this process as an example of cultural revitalization.

Karen music band in Bowee Village was preformed as representative of Pwo Karen
Village more than just played for money. Therefore, the identity of Karen was reproduced
through the performance in several occasions, both inside and outside village such as Rice-
wrapped Tradition of the village, and an occasion of Karen’s making merit. This was a
guideline encouraging the Karen to recognize by singing a song in Karen language, Karen
music and performance, and costume that children and performers have worn. This was
also a touchable entertainment and the music can reproduce Karen’s individuality
throughout the year. Therefore, the music were selected as representative of identity
construction of the group which caused the village’s reputation and acceptance from outside
society. The music band was invited to perform outside the village at both district level and
provincial level. Even third parties, who have seen the performance of Karen music band in
Bowee Village, mostly admired and enjoyed with an exotic style only. At least, this was an
approach that Karen people in Bowee Village tried to explain themselves for social
acceptance.

Nevertheless, the researcher had an observation about musical performance of
Karen in Bowee Village being used by the government for tourism publication. Such
performance was also presented as cultural ambassador in order to welcome all guests from
other cities rather than being used as a tool for strengthening the stability and coordination
on community development in Bowee Village. Moreover, the performance style of Karen
music band in Bowee Village should be improved and developed with diversified styles.
The revitalization of the past and previous performance shall be made in order to cultivate
the consciousness of being Karen and to recognize the development of history and group of
society. The various performance styles should respond Pwo Karen’s need on identity
construction, both existing and new generation. In addition, the lyrics of songs should be
explained, while the performance style should be in Thai language when performing
outside the village. In this regard, other audiences who had different culture could learn and

understand the meaning of such performance leading to an acceptance of Pwo Karen.
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However, the issues to be considered on how to create the process of identity
construction through music of Pwo Karen in Bowee Village to be sustainable and
continuous development were presented below.

1) In case the in-charge persons who are currently responsible for Pwo Karen music
band in Bowee Village cannot continue the work, what will happen to the cultural
succession process? This included the encouragement on Karen language teaching in the
school and the support to speak Karen language between elderly group and children. The
result caused learning and understanding of music playing and singing a Karen song.

2) The musical performance for disseminating culture and identity was deemed as
voluntary work which the Sub-district Administration Organization was in charge by
allocating operational budget and remuneration for operators, including teachers, musicians,
and performers.

3) The outside performance was encouraged because Karen people lived in the
highland; therefore, to go outside the area must get prior approval every time and this
process took times. Sub-district or District Administration Organization was in charge and
was a coordinator with a group of people or agencies that contacted the Pwo Karen music
band in Bowee Village to perform outside the village.

Recommendations

The researcher had some recommendations for the study of ethnic group as follows:

1) Making reliability — The research of ethnic group was a study by staying in the
area; therefore the researcher must make reliability to the villagers. The respondents had
well cooperated in data gathering. In addition, it was necessary to understand the language
because the researcher can deeply access, communicate, and understand the data.

2) The study of Pwo Karen in the central and western parts should be studied
broadly because the Karen study mostly found in the northern area and with S’kow Karen.

3) The researcher’s objective for this research has been focused on the process of
identity construction of Pwo Karen through musical culture. A person who was interested
in the research of ethnic group can study in some specific fields. For example, the study of
Misare musical instrument (Indian lute) of Pwo Karen in Bowee Village was a specific

study or the study of identity construction through musical culture in others ethnic groups.
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