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SOCIAL AND CULTURAL DIMENSIONS OF DISABILITY, ITS MEANING AND
EXPERIENCE AMONG “PAKAKAYOR” ETHNIC GROUP IN THE NORTH OF THAILAND

KAMONWAN KIEWNIN 5538015 SHSH/M

M.A. (SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HEALTH)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE : PENCHAN SHERER, Ph.D., MULLIKA MUTTIKO,
Ph.D., DARUNEE PHUKAQO, Ph.D.

ABSTRACT

The objectives of this study were to understand the social and cultural dimensions of
disability in terms of the meaning of disability, management of disability in the Pakakayor
community, an ethnic group in Thailand, and experiences of disabled people and their families.
This study focused on beliefs and behavior related to disability and interaction among disabled
people, their families and community. An ethnographic study was conducted in Huai Yao village
in Chiangmai Province. The data was collected over four months as embedding in the community,
using several techniques such as in-depth interviews, key informants interviews, participatory
observations and a focus group disscussion.

The research found that meaning of disability of Pakakayor is obviously physical
impairment, which made people unable to work and take care themselves in the daily lives.
Working is a very crucial matter for the Pakakayor to survive. Thus, people who can work,
although with an impairment, is not a disability. For disabled people in Pakakayor’s meaning,
they need a caretaker, particular from their family. The caretaker was expected to be a female such
as a mother, grandmother or sister. The Pakakayor constructed the meaning of disability by
traditional beliefs together with medical knowledge. They expected to have medical treatment and
rehabilitation. However this study found that they cannot access health care effectively due to a
lack of transportation and money, including fear of rejection and stigma.

Recommendations from this research is suggested to medical staff, who work with
disabled persons especially people from ethnic groups, who should take into account the traditional

beliefs, as well as the social and cultural contexts in order to achieve an effective health service.

KEY WORDS: DISABLED / PAKAKAYOR /ETHNIC / SOCIAL-CULTURAL
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SOCIAL AND CULTURAL DIMENSIONS OF DISABILITY,ITS MEANING
AND EXPERIENCE AMONG “PAKAKAYOR” ETHNIC GROUP IN THE
NORTH OF THAILAND

KAMONWAN KIEWNIN 5538015 SHSH/M
M.A. (SOCIAL SCIENCE AND HEALTH)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE: PENCHAM SHERER Ph.D., MULLIKA
MUTTIKO Ph.D., DARUNEE PHUKAO Ph.D.

EXTENDED SUMMARY

Background and Rationale
According to the survey of disability of 2012 (National Statistical Office,

2014), the number of disabled people decreased, when compared to that in 2007,
from 2.9% to 2.2% (or from 1.9 million people to 1.5 million people). However,
disability is derived from several factors, for example, the increasing number of elder
people and the changing characteristic of illness at present which is a chronic disease
such as diabetes, heart failure and embolism, rather than an infectious disease (Phusit
Prakongsai et al.(2013)). Consequently, the disability problem should not be ignored.
There have been broadly previous studies in disability and most of them have
focused on general disability, for example, the study of disability amongst labours,
the study of violence amongst disabled people and the study of disabled females.
Nevertheless, there has rarely been previous research in disability in ethnic diversity.
Thailand is a country where people with a different nationality, religion and ethnicity
live. Karen people are the largest ethnic group in Thailand (approximately 400,000
Karen people or 47.54% of the hill tribe population) (Department of Social
Development and Welfare, 2002). Previous research in disability across countries has
shown that the ethnicity has an impact on health service-taking of disabled people.
For instance, de Zulueta (de Zulueta, 1990 quoted in O’Hara, 2003) claims that

despite several organisations which help and provide fairly various services to ethnic
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disabled people, those services and assistances are not based on the understanding of
those disabled people’s culture which is of importance, in particular their language.
In general, their language is ignored and ethnic disabled people do not understand
standard Thai language, and then this results in the communicative misunderstanding

between the ethnic disabled people and general Thai people.

This study aims at investigating the social and culture dimension of
Pakakayor people who are the largest ethnic group of Karen people in Thailand by
comprehending their thinking system, explanations, the meaning of disability and
their living with disabled person. The understanding of those things can enhance the
quality of the service provision and the development of the life quality of the ethnic
disabled people. It can also help us provide ethnic disabled person with services

more appropriate and sensitive to diverse cultures.

Research Objectives

1) To study the relationship between the meaning of disability of
Pakakayor people and caring for and living with disabled person in Pakakayor
community.

2) To study the appropriateness of caring for disabled person as Pakakayor
people expect and to compare it with care-taking that the government at present
provides to them.

3) To study disabled people’s perception and claim of their legal rights in

Pakakayor community.

Research Questions

The principle research question of this study is how social and culture
dimension of disability amongst Pakakayor people, their meaning of disability and
their experience are.

Specific research questions
1) What is the meaning of disability amongst Pakakayor people?

2) How do Pakakayor people manage problems of disability in terms of its
protection, care and rehabilitation?
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3) How do Pakakayor people have experience of living with disability?
4) How do disabled people and their family in Pakakayor community have

experience of disability?

Expected Benefits

1. The findings of this study may help understand the situation of disabled
people and ethnic people

2. They can be used as a guideline to construct the systematic
management of disability in accordance with Pakakayor people’s socio-cultural

contexts.

Definitions of the Research Terms

Social Cultural Social contexts of Pakakayor community which consist
of its social system, beliefs, local medicine, economy, the structure of families and the
housing settlement. Those contexts affect Pakakayor people’s meaning of disability
and their behaviour towards disability.

Disability Limitations which cause for a person a difference in practicing
their daily routine from other people or in participating in social activities due to their
deficiency in sight, hearing, movement, communication, intelligence, acquisition or
other types of deficiency.

Experience Situations where a person in the community has experienced
disability and his/her living with disability.

Pakakayor An ethnic group of Karen people who have their own
thoughts, beliefs, language and specific culture. They can be called “Karensa-kor”.
They live in the upper Northern Thailand and use Pakakayor language as a main

language in their community.

Research Methodology
Type of Research
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This study is a qualitative research which focuses on ethnography. The
researcher lives in the target community and acts as a member of the community in
order to collect the data. The collected data include participant observation, focus

group discussions and in-depth interviews.

Area of Study

The research site of this study includes Huai Yao Village, where
Pakakayor people live, and which is located in Mae Win Sub-district, Mae Waang
District, Chiang Mai. It is a small village which consists of 47 houses. According to
Centre of Social Development Number 13 in Chiang Mai, 2.12% of the entire
population in the village is disabled people. That means that there are 4 disabled

people of every 188 citizens.

Research Design

The researcher engaged in staying with participants in the community to
collect the data for 4 months, from August to November, 2014. The researcher
introduced herself to people in the community openly, sincerely and straightforwardly
in order to earn trust from participants. When participants put their trust in the
researcher, she started collecting the data with her awareness of participants’
happiness. Before collecting the data, the researcher was given consent by participants.
The methods of data collection include:

1) Participant observation

2) Focus group discussions

3) In-depth interviews

Data Verification

The reliability of the collected data was examined internally and
externally. The internal examination includes the examination of the data quality and
the researcher’s bias. The external examination was conducted by using the
triangulation technique for the examination of the research conclusions and the

interpretation of the findings.
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Data Analysis

The researcher took field-notes daily during the data collection. Those
field-notes included the researcher’s daily experience, data gathered through
interviews of participants and written documents, i.e. both messages and pictures.
Afterwards, they were analysed according to the content analysis to answer the
principle research question: How do Pakakayor people have experience and thoughts
of and beliefs in disability?

Research Ethics

This research has been approved by the Ethnics Review Committee for

Researches Involving Research Subjects, Mahidol University.

Research Findings

Social and Cultural Dimension of Disability of Pakakayor People

Pakakayor people value the ability to do a job, rather than the physical
perfection. In general, deficiency is not of importance, apart from the fact that the
deficiency affects disabled people’s performance of some activities. However, those
disabled people will be given care and help. Moreover, the traditionally cultural
society of Pakakayor people has a significant effect on their beliefs in and behaviour
towards disabled people. Nevertheless, at present Pakakayor people have combined
thoughts between medical science and traditional beliefs that are related to causes of
disability. Those combined beliefs also affect the management of disability of
Pakakayor people.

The meaning of Disability of Pakakayor People

“Disable” is a word from outside which Pakakayor people often
understand that is equivalent to the word “Pa Ha Lor” in Pakakayor language. Its
meaning includes a person with limitations of doing some activities due to his/her

deficiency by birth.
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“Pa Ha Lor” is derived from 4 main causes: sins of ancestors, ghosts,
curses and infringement of taboos during the pregnancy. Each cause is derived from
neither disabled people themselves nor following causes, for instance, illness and

accidents.

Pakakayor People and Their Management of the Problems of
Disability in terms of its Protection, Care and Rehabilitation

The apparent management of disability of Pakakayor people is to protect
disability. The protection of disability is found in daily life, in particular in common
practices regarding husbands and wives during the pregnancy. Because Pakakayor
people believe that “Pa Ha Lor” is present by birth, during the pregnancy, Pakakayor
people must follow traditional beliefs strictly and carefully.

There has not been any apparent rehabilitation of disability because,
according to Pakakayor people’s traditional beliefs, disability is not an illness.

Family members are a main person who cares for disability, in particular
female members of family who take responsibility of caring for disabled people, for
example, mother, grandmother, elder or younger sisters of disabled people. They will
help disabled people to do only activities that disabled people cannot do themselves

and attempt to persuade disabled people to help themselves as much as they can.

Pakakayor People and their Managing and Staying with Disabled
people

Pakakayor people live together simply and do not separate disabled people
from normal people in the community. They give disabled people an opportunity to
participate in every social activity which disabled people can do if those disabled
people want to do so. In Pakakayor community disabled people have been rarely

stigmatized by normal Pakakayor people.
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Discussion

According to Pakakayor people, disability is defined socio-culturally.

“Pa Ha Lor” is a word in Pakakayor language defined as limitations of
doing activities. Although its meaning is the closest to the term “disable”, it differs
from the meaning of the term “disability” defined by WHO. According to WHO
(2011), disability is defined as a general term used to refer to the state of being
handicapped or crippled which obstructs a person’s participation in activities which
are derived from interactions of individuals, health conditions, environmental factors
and individual factors. Disability can be divided into 3 levels: impairments, activity
limitations and participation restrictions (WHO,2011). The definition of disability
given by WHO reveals that disabled people differ in levels of disability. Even though
the definition given by WHO is revised to minimize people’s negative attitude towards
disability, the levels of disability categorized by WHO seem to be more negative than
the definition of disability given by Pakakayor people. This is because “Pa Ha Lor”
means a person who has limitations of doing activities but does not have any barriers
to live in the community. Furthermore, in Pakakayor community a disable person who

can do activities is not considered as a “Pa Ha Lor”.

Rights of Disabled People and Their Status of Being Ethnic Citizens

This study revealed that Pakakayor people neither acknowledged nor used
their legal rights of disabled people although they were managed legally. In fact, they
were registered legally as a disabled person who can claim benefits which are worth
500 baht. Nevertheless, the legal rights of disabled people covered nearly entire
aspects such as education, jobs and residence. These aspects were of importance for

their living. However, Pakakayor disabled people did not perceive these legal rights.

Help Given to Ethnic Disabled People Is Not Only Sensitive to
Cultural Characteristics
Language is a principle factor in communicating with ethnic people. In this

study Pakakayor people can read, write and speak Thai fairly but are occasionally
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unfamiliar with every Thai vocabulary. This is because in their daily life they mainly
use Pakakayor language in their community. Therefore, when they take governmental
services, in particular medical services at the governmental hospital where standard
Thai language is used mainly, they do not understand it clearly and sufficiently. This
result is related to Zulueta’s (de Zulueta ,1990 quoted in O’Hara,2003) study which
shows that despite several organisations which provide disabled people with help, that
help is unrelated to disabled people’s culture and social contexts. It is found that
language used in the ethnic group is ignored. Medical officers at the hospital often use
standard Thai language when communicating with patients, even ethnic ones.
However, language is of importance to convey and create thoughts, feelings and
behaviour of ethnic people. Therefore, the absence of their ethnic language can cause
communicative misunderstanding.

At present the community is supported to function as a centre called
Community Base Rehabilitation or CBR which provides disabled people with
rehabilitation services. In Thailand CBR started from the cooperation between WHO
and the Ministry of Public Health in 1983. Afterwards, Sirindhorn National Medical
Rehabilitation Centre (SNMRC) under the Ministry of Public Health has undertaken
CBR continuously until now. SNMRC tried to expand CBR throughout Thailand
(Samutprakran Disabled Persons Association, 2012). The findings of the present study
are associated with the concept of CBR, i.e. the fact that the community is used as a
centre which cares for disabled people. This is because Pakakayor community is a
unique community which consists of specific socio-cultural systems. The application
of the concept of CBR will help achieve better rehabilitation of disabled people than
the provision of defensive medical services, i.e. the fact that ethnic disabled people
need to go to the hospital themselves. However, the results of the present research
showed that despite the use of CBR throughout Thailand, CBR was not found in the
ethnic community. In fact, the rehabilitation system of disabled people called CBR is
significantly necessary for ethnic people. Due to the significant distance and the
absence of medical officers, ethnic disabled people are not given appropriate care and
rehabilitation of disability.
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Recommendations/Suggestions

The absence of the acknowledgement of their legal rights is a main
problem which causes the lack of claiming the basic legal rights of disabled people for
Pakakayor disabled people. Ethnic disabled people should be given a lesson about the
legal rights of disabled people as well as the definition of disability according to laws.
Moreover, general Thai people should study and understand the definition of disability
given by Pakakayor people. Language barriers and traditional beliefs of Pakakayor

disabled people should be also taken into account.

Working with ethnic disabled people should be offensive and adapted to
socio-cultural contexts as much as possible. Since villages of Pakakayor people and
other ethnic groups are located far away from town centres and from each other,
several factors such as the lack of medical officers, high budgets and time-consuming
cause difficulties in the rehabilitation of those ethnic disabled people. Therefore, a
network of members working with disability in ethnic groups, i.e. members from
governmental, private and non-governmental organisations, should co-operate with

each other to achieve those goals
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