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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

“Burma is not like other countries.”  Sai On. 

 Myanmar or Burma was, until the summer of 2007 a country that was largely a 

mystery to me. Little did I know then that name choice alone speaks volumes to those 

who are really listening.  I imagine my point of reference then was similar to that of most 

of us in the western world who are consumers of mass media.  In my mind Burma was a 

pariah nation associated with gross human rights violations, poverty, a military 

dictatorship, and one of the longest ongoing civil wars in the world. 

 A new job in the summer of 2007 took me to Southeast Asia for the first time.  

Within a couple of weeks of my arrival, I made my first visit to Myanmar.  I was 

fascinated with the country from the moment I arrived at Yangon International Airport 

and remain so to this day.  Although I was primarily responsible for developing our 

company’s photography programs globally, I think it is fair to say that I also became the 

default Country Manager for Burma.  I would spend seventy five percent of that summer, 

8 weeks, in country running, but mostly developing programs.  When not actually 

running programs I was developing the resources to open other parts of the country to our 

clients.  A great deal of time was dedicated to location scouting, staff development, risk 

assessment and planning.  Most importantly to my success however were the personal 

relationships I was slowly developing.  These would be critical to successful operations 

in a paranoid country.   

 Over the next three and a half years I would design and run as many programs I 

could in Burma, ranging from a week to a month.  I would visit a dozen times and travel 

to as many of the non-black zone areas as possible. Burma has beautiful light, even in the 

worst of conditions.  In my opinion there was no better place to run a photography 

program.  A country that has been so isolated for so long, so largely untouched by 

globalization, was greatly appealing.   The natural and man-made wonders are stunning.  

In a nation roughly the size of Texas there are hundreds of miles of tropical coastline and 
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the snow covered peaks of the southern Himalaya.  The temples of Bagan rival those of 

Angkor Watt, as the beaches of the south rival those of Thailand. 

  Sitting at the physical and geographical border between the Indian subcontinent, 

Central Asia, China and Southeast Asia, and bordered by China, Thailand, India, Laos 

and Bangladesh Burma is incredibly ethnically diverse.  Eight major ethnic groups 

represent the majority of Burma’s population; the Bamar, Shan, Kayin, Rakhine, Chin, 

Mon, Kachin and Kayah.  From these eight major groups, the Burmese government 

recognizes one hundred thirty five distinct ethnic groups living within its borders.  Four 

major language families are spoken; Sino-Tibetan, Tai–Kadai, Austro-Asiatic, and Indo-

European. 

1. Ethno-linguistic Map of Burma.

constructed with the help of Wikipedia.org 
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 Burma, in my mind is in some ways a last look at pre-globalization Asia.  Having 

remained largely isolated for so many years while neighboring nations modernized, many 

of these ethnic groups still live as they traditionally have.  

 Historically few of these groups ever shared a common definition of modern 

Burma.  Rather, the tides of occupation of Burma set the stage for the deep mistrust, 

resentment, and open violence between the central lowland Bamar of Ministerial Burma, 

and the ethnic minorities of the Frontier Areas.  Over the decades since independence 

from Britain, the idea of nationhood has remained deeply contested.  While the Bamar 

have always longed for a unified country, many of the ethnic minorities feel that they 

have the right to self-government and independence.  As a result, a country that was once 

the economic superpower of Southeast Asia has seen decades of civil war, poverty, and 

vast human rights abuse. 

 From day one, I was reminded to always be conscious of whom you were 

speaking to and what you were saying.  The government was truly paranoid of criticism, 

jailing its critics without regard or due process.  Although there are likely no published 

statistics to the point, it has been estimated that one in ten Burmese ‘listen’ for the 

government.  Who you knew, associated with, and who stood behind you, were 

constantly, quietly observed. It was hardly understandable to immigration why anyone 

would want to travel to Burma more than once, let alone over a dozen times. 

 At any given time about 50% of Myanmar is off limits to foreign visitors.  These 

areas, commonly known as Black Zones, are home to the ethnic minorities who are at 

war with the central government.  There are also a few areas that are off limits due to 

their economic sensitivity, such as mines and oil pipelines.  Although heavily restricted 

even to Burmese, information filters out with the internal movement of people, and with 

the refugees, into the camps and border cities of Thailand, Bangladesh and India.  These 

areas however, are also home to some of the most untouched regions, biodiversity, and 

ethnic groups in Southeast Asia, the longnecks and see gypsies among them. 

 I was responsible for running successful programs in Burma, for the safety of my 

local staff, clients, and employer.  My job was not to raise any red flags.  Out of necessity 
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I would by necessity become ‘friendly’ with people who on any other day I would, by my 

own nature, be completely opposed to.  In an effort to maintain the thin visage of a 

country open to outsider visitors, the Burmese authorities would likely have bent over 

backwards to make any issue they had with me disappear. Once I was gone however, my 

friends and associates would certainly have had to deal with the consequences.   

 Early that first summer I had been told about General Than Shwe’s daughter who 

had been married the previous year.  The wedding was rumored to have cost hundreds of 

thousands of dollars while gifts received by the couple were valued at around $50 million 

USD, about the same as that year’s national health care budget.  I was stunned.  Private 

conversations about this wedding with staff, now good friends, led to conversations about 

the political situation, human rights abuses, the military, the border wars with the ethnic 

minorities and the complex political relationships between everyone involved.   

 In private moments over tea, or when everyone around could be trusted, I was 

made aware of the horrors that were transpiring within the country.  I was taken to a 

shrine behind a small Shan village where hand carved AK-47’s and grenade launchers 

were offered to the Gnats, or protective spirits, so that they would be able to properly 

defend the villagers from the Tatmadaw (Burmese Army).  A fisherman showed me the 

scars of a bullet that had torn through him just above the collarbone.  He was shot by the 

Burmese Army, fellow soldiers, while trying to flee his service.  He didn’t have the heart 

to fight the Mon.  The stories would keep coming for the next three years. 

 The 2007-’08 winter season was a particularly bad time for Burma.  The Junta 

removed gas subsidies in mid August, causing the price of fuel to rise by at least 60%.  A 

bus ride to work suddenly cost a significant percent of your daily wage. I distinctly 

remember coming home to the United States and seeing four or five monks protesting on 

the alongside students on the BBC.  As the religion of the Bamar and many other ethnic 

minorities, Buddhism, and spirituality in general, tends to be a place of common ground.  

In a politically dynamic country, the non-violent, non-political beliefs of the Sangha hold 

a place of high respect in Burma, generally regardless of ethnic origin If things were bad 
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enough for even just a few monks to partake in public protest, things must be much, 

much worse than they appeared to be.  They were. 

 Days after I left for the last time that summer what became known as the Saffron 

revolution was in full effect.  The removal of gas subsidies proved to be the tipping point 

for years of pent up frustration with the central government.  Riots filled the streets of 

Yangon, Mandalay, and other cities.  The government responded with military force.  

Monks, journalists, and activists were killed, jailed, or disappeared.  To make matters 

worse, the largest natural disaster to strike Myanmar, cyclone Nargis, devastated the 

southern delta region, Burma’s breadbasket, just a few months later.  The government’s 

response was disastrous.  Tens of thousands died while the government denied outside 

help.  I would not return to Burma until May of 2009. 

 In 2009 I ran a month and a half long job in Cambodia.  In preparation for this trip 

I read Dith Pran’s Children of Cambodia’s Killing Fields: Memoirs by Survivors.  

Looking back on it, this book was a turning point in the history of my master’s project.  

Southeast Asia had become my backyard in many ways.  I had made incredible 

friendships there.  The idea I had pitched prior to leaving Missouri had sounded like a 

great idea at the time.  I remained interested in both the use of photo elicitation as a tool 

in broader story telling and in the idea of allowing subjects to speak for themselves.  The 

specific subject matter though, an identity study of Arab-American men in a post 9-11 

era, after a few years away felt dated, and far from my realm of interests.    

 Dith Pran’s collection of first person accounts of the atrocities of the Khmer 

Rouge regime had immediate resonance.  I felt that at some point I would have to break 

ties with my job, protect my friends, and rework my master’s project.  After a few years 

traveling in Burma, playing the game, making money, and keeping quiet, I wanted to take 

a good look at the stories of the Black Zones.  Trained as a journalist, I had not been 

working as one.  I felt I owed it to myself and to the many wonderful people I met a long 

the way.  
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 I’d love to see this project become a book.  History needs not forget what has 

come to pass in Burma.  Those who have been directly affected by years of civil war 

should be allowed to tell their stories.  I am greatly interested in facilitating this process.   

 The following is a glimpse of life behind the black zones of Burma.  It is a look at 

the effects of the assassination of Aung San and the rise of the military junta.  This 

project is an attempt to assess the failure of the Panglong Conferences, and to examine 

what remains of their spirit.  I hope to find at least a small piece of the reality of the day-

to-day lives of those who have lived in a war zone for decades, isolated from the rest of 

the world.  It is about their realities and hopes.  Furthermore, this project hopes to 

examine that which we know of the country as told through the western media.  It is an 

examination of the framing and the social dynamics that facilitate that process of forming 

our understanding.  Finally it is an effort to see what a government tries to hide, crimes 

against its own. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Chronological Description of Activities 

 I began this project in late March of 2010.  I had lost interest in my original 

proposal and had been considering a project on Burma for a long time.  A long 

conversation with Rita solidified my idea for the project.   My goal was to create a project 

that documented the plight of Burmese refugees.   I proposed a three-part project.  The 

first would be an essay on Burma, or what a foreigner is allowed to see of it anyhow.  

This essay would give context to the idea of home.  Furthermore these images could be 

used in later photo-elicitation interviews. 

 I was curious about two topics in particular: the first was their reasons for leaving, 

the stories of life in the black zones and what had happened that resulted in their decision 

to leave.  Secondarily, I was interested in the fate of the spirit of the Panglong 

Conferences.  I wondered how the spirit of a nationalism in a federal system much like 

our own, had fared after some sixty-five years of conflict between the ruling junta and 

ethnic minorities.  I was hoping that time spent in refugee camps in Thailand, 

interviewing and photographing refugees, would create a secondary body of work that 

spoke to these questions. 

 Finally I proposed documenting the life of a family newly relocated to the United 

States.  There are a number of Karen communities throughout the eastern U.S., notably in 

Akron, Ohio and Lowell Mass. 

 The entire month of April of 2010 was spent in Burma, leading a month long 

photography program and building on my archive of work from Burma (see chapter 4).  

The fact that the trip was a month long, and that the government had recently signed a 

series of cease-fire agreements, meant that more of the country was accessible than had 

been on previous trips.  For the first time I was able to visit Lashio, further north into 

Shan State than Hsipaw, one of my favorite places to visit.  It was here where I spent my 

first Water Festival. 
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 Upon returning to Thailand in May of that year, I began to look into the 

possibility of actually living in refugee camps.  By the end of May I was confident that 

two friends, one Karen, the other Shan, would be able to get me into two different 

refugee camps along the Thai Burma border.  Chris, my Karen friend had family 

members living inside Mae La Refugee Camp and close relations with a church and the 

Karen Youth Organization.  Sai Meung who is Shan had family who lived near the Peng 

Long Reugee Camp.  In my mind this had been the part that would be the most difficult 

to negotiate.   On July 4th 2010 I wrote and emailed an addendum to Rita describing this 

new project. 

 In September of 2010 I led another month long trip to Burma.  Although this did 

not technically count as a part of my master’s project, I did continue to build my own 

archive of images from Burma, some of which are used in this project.  As had been the 

case in April, more and more of Burma was slowly opening, and afforded me the 

opportunity to explore more of the country than ever before.  Notably, I was able to get to 

Myitkyina.  This was by far the farthest north I’d ever been, and my first time in Kachin 

State.  From here we caught a ferry down the Irrawaddy to Mandalay. 

 Over a brief stay in Thailand at the end of September I was able to edit through 

the Burma archive to create the body of work to be used in the photo-elicitation 

interviews (see appendix).   

 I spent the month of October recording in-depth interviews, photographing, and 

using photo-elicitation on subjects from Both Peng Long and Mae La refugee camps as 

well as day workers in the Oo Thu Ta valley, an hour or so north of Mae La.  This 

location was ideal as the valley straddled the Salaween River, and thus the Thai-Burma 

border.  Day laborers from Burma work the farms on the Thai side, facilitating interviews 

without being noticed by the Burmese authorities just across the river. 

 By mid November 2010 I was back in the United States living in New Hampshire.  

Thus began the ongoing process of updating research and writing.   

 To complete the final phase of this project, I contacted the International Institute 

In Lowell Mass.  They graciously put me in touch with Pa Reh and his family who had 
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recently been relocated to Lowell.  I spent about a dozen different days with them 

photographing the experience of relocating to a third country.   

 

In-Depth Interviews 

 The following are the stories of ten in-depth interview subjects.  Included here are 

those who allowed me to both record their stories and image. 

 

Nang Swe (r) and Tun Kyaw – Career Shan State Army soldiers, Kong Jor Refugee 

Camp, October 9, 2010.   

 “When the Japanese invaded, I was old enough to carry a pumpkin (about the 

size of a cantaloupe) to the market to sell.” 

 Nang Swe is not sure how old she is.  An uncle in a small village near Hsipaw 

raised her.  Tun Kyaw is her second husband. 
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 “As a young woman I was in an all woman’s division of the Shan State Army 

stationed near Namsan.  This division consisted of approximately 150 women, headed by 

a female commander.” 

 “This is still common in today’s SSA.” 

 “It was very common in that time for small groups of friends to get together 

and talk about politics.  These conversations would generally lead to discussions about 

wanting to sacrifice ourselves for the Shan State. We were going to exchange the blood 

of our hearts for the land we once owned.” 

 “If a family had three sons, one would be asked to join the SSA.  Women were 

very envious, and many ran away to join the army.” 

 “I had permission from my family and the head of the village to join SSA.” 

 “It is common for the SSA to have all women’s divisions. I stayed with this 

group for 10 years.  I fought alongside my first husband, who was also an SSA soldier. 

We moved a lot, depending on the needs of the SSA in combat with the Burmese army.” 

 “We had sixteen children, none of which survived.  They all died at around 

fifteen or sixteen years of age.  They bled from the nose and mouth and died.”  Nang 

attributes this to a hard life in the jungle with little access to medical care. 

 Her first husband also died.  He “coughed blood.”  Nang remained in the Shan 

State Army for two more years. 

 “I was a widow for seven years.” 

 While visiting her niece in Hsipaw she met Tun who at the time was also a 

soldier in the SSA.  They were married five or six months later. 

 “Before we came to Peng Long Refugee Camp we were living just across the 

border in a village called Huay Yao, a small village in a series of villages that populated a 

valley running to Thailand.” 
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 “Tun was still in the SSA, but the we also had a modest farm of peanuts, rice, 

sesame and vegetables. We lived there for nine or ten years.  We were happy like all the 

others.  There was nobody to stop us.“ 

 “At the time the area was protected by the SSA under Zao Kwan Tzung.  The 

SSA had a permanent defensive position on the hill-top above the village.” 

May 20, 2002. 

 “We were sleeping in our home around 4am. I awoke to what sounded like 

fireworks or gunfire.  It was sporadic. I woke Tun who was in a deep sleep.” 

 Tun “mistook the sound for Chinese Lisu making offerings to the spirit house.  

Both the Shan and Lisu customarily fired home made guns while making offerings to the 

spirits.  It would have been unusual for the Shan to be up so early, but not the Lisu.” 

 Nang realized there was no one at the spirit house, which could be seen from her 

home.   

 “The sound of gunfire became more consistent and was soon joined by the sound 

of exploding mortar shells.” 

 “The Burmese army had staged an early morning surprise attack on a SSA 

encampment on the hill-top above the village.  The Burmese had occupied an adjacent 

hilltop and had begun a siege.” 

 “Gunfire began hitting homes in the village.”  Nang is not sure whose it was, but 

believes the Burmese where firing on the village because they believed there were SSA 

rebels hiding there. 

 “Within an hour of hearing the initial shots, bullets hit the kitchen and the room 

caught on fire. If we did not flee, we would never have been able to get out”. 

 Nang left shortly after the kitchen caught fire. “I had the clothes on my back and 

about 1500 Baht.  Most of the rest of the village was doing the same.” 

 “Everyone from Huay Yao made it out, not all the villages were so lucky.” 
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 Nang ran about two miles towards Mae Sung, another Burmese village closer 

to the Thai border.  Thai military trucks had crossed the border and driven in as far as 

Mae Sung to help evacuate the women and children. 

 “The Thais were not seen by the Burmese.  Had they been seen they would likely 

have been fired upon.” 

 As was the case in most homes, Tun stayed in the house to protect it as the 

battle continued.  Later that day he went to the village monastery for a safe place to live 

and sleep.  “Neither army will harm people seeking refuge in the monastery.” 

 “The fighting continued on for 2-3 more days.  He stayed in the monastery for 

two more months before coming to Thailand.” 

 “Tun able to check on the house nearly daily, but could not do much else for 

fear of landmines and of random gunfire.  Both sides began planting mines after the battle 

was over.  The mines planted by the Burmese were a tactic used to keep the villagers 

from fleeing.  The Burmese army could hide there because they knew the Shan would not 

fire on their own villages.” 

 “The soldiers took whatever they wanted, generally rice and cooking oil.” 

 Nang and Tun have lived in the camp since it was created. Nang still 

occasionally works as a day laborer on nearby farms.  She works with chilies, garlic and 

onions for the most part.  Neighbors occasionally bring them food.  The camp provides 

rice, oil, salt and sometimes seasoning powder.  Monks from the nearby monasteries also 

come to help on occasion. 

 “We have to be happy.  You can not do anything if you are not happy”. 

 “ I think about the good times we had back in Burma.  We had a farm, a 

house…” 

 



	   	  
	  

	   13	   



	   	  
	  

	   14	  

Fidel Castro, 28, (nickname to protect family still in Burma) – KNU soldier, active, 

Oo Thu Ta Valley, October 16, 2010. 

 Halfway through his interview it became apparent that Fidel was not at all 

comfortable with the fact that he had given me both his real name and his nickname, both 

of which were well known on both sides of the border.  Throughout his interview there 

was an ever-present, unlit cornhusk cigar, hanging out of his mouth.  I blacked out both 

names in my notebook and renamed him Fidel Castro.   

 Fidel is twenty-eight.  He lives in Mae Plew, a small refugee camp near Noh 

bo Academy.   

 Fidel is originally from Jaw The Ley Koe on the Burmese side. “It is a small 

village, with maybe 10 to 15 houses.  Everyone farms rice and long beans.” 

 He is one of six children, two of whom have already died.  “My older brother 

died in the war with the Burmese.  He was a KNU (Karen National Union) soldier.”   

 “Another brother committed suicide by hanging himself.  He was married with 

two daughters and could not feed them.  He was thinking too much and drinking.” 

 “Both of my parents died when I was eleven. My father went to the farm and 

as he was walking home he died.”  He was 45 years old. There was no doctor or clinic to 

determine the cause of death.  

 “My mother died of cancer three and a half years ago.  She raised me.” 

 Fidel was also soldier in the KNU for 7 years.  He left in 2007.  His number is 

still on the soldier’s list, which means the KNU still thinks he is an active soldier. 

 “I joined the KNU when I was 13.  (Fidel is not sure how old he is).  I could 

not carry a gun when I joined.  My friends had to carry my gun (M-16) on long hikes in 

the jungle.” His indicates that his gun came up to his rib cage when he joined. 

 “ I wanted to die for my people.  If I die for my people during the war I am 

happy.” 
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  “My mother did not like this decision.  I told her I was leaving and that was 

it.” 

 “I left home with four or five changes of clothes in a bag, no money, and a 

small plastic bag with rice and fish paste.” 

 Fidel was given six months of basic training.  “We had a three am wake up, 

hard training, running, then we would come back to the base to cut bamboo for our huts.  

In the afternoon we would clean our guns.“ 

 “Former American soldiers trained us. All wore KNU uniforms and some 

spoke broken Thai and Karen.”  Fidel remembers two male Army Rangers and three 

female trainers.   

 “The soldiers taught us how to plant and remove mines.  The women were 

also volunteers from America who led afternoon runs.” 

 “The Karen trained in the USA to fight against the Japanese.  We are very 

friendly with American soldiers.” 
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Eah Poe, 22, (r) Nickname to protect family still in Burma – DKBA Soldier, in 

hiding, October 17, 2010. 

 The DKBA, Democratic Karen Buddhist Army, is breakaway group of former 

soldiers and officers of the predominantly Christian Karen National Liberation Army 

(KNLA). Shortly after their breakaway in December 1994, the DKBA signed a ceasefire 

with the Myanmar government in exchange for military and financial assistance provided 

that it supported government offensives against the KNU. 

  “I was born in Pe Thaw Row village and lived in Pe Thaw Row until I joined 

DKBA in 2009.”  

 Eah Poe estimates that there were over 100 huts in Pe Thaw Row with a total 

population of around 2000 people. 

 His parents and five siblings, all still live in there, where they work a good 

sized family farm.  All are Buddhist.  

 Eah Poe never went to school.  “I stayed at home to help with the farm.” 
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 “The DKBA has a saying, ‘for every house, one soldier.  There was a group of 

DKBA soldiers under the command of Chamooba.  There was also an SPDC (Burmese 

Army) camp.  There were 12 DKBA soldiers and 6 Burmese soldiers in my village.” 

 The DKBA arrived in Pe Thaw Row in 1995.  “The DKBA just started giving 

orders.”  Even now, Poe seems to have very little understanding of the political 

motivations of the DKBA. 

  “Relations between the villagers and the DKBA seemed to vary, if you 

complied ok, if not life could get difficult, abuse… “ 

 “Two of my friends became DKBA soldiers, eight others fled to Thailand.  I 

did not want to go.” 

 “If your family had the money they could pay to keep their sons out  - but it 

was too expensive.  If you don’t have the money you can join for a year only.” 

 “If you don’t give the money you definitely go, otherwise they will come to 

abuse your family.” 

 Under the one house – one soldier policy Eah Poe was the first of his family to 

join the DKBA. 

 “Orders came from the Burmese military. Those who do not fight the KNU 

fight the Burmese.” 

 Eah Poe was a member of Brigade 999, consisting of 300 people under the 

command of General Pa Neweʹ′e (former KNU). His immediate unit consisted of 12 

soldiers including himself and one commander.  

 “We would spend 3-4 months at a time living in the jungle, looking for the 

KNU.  We never shot at each other.  We understand each other, we are both Karen, we do 

not want to fight one another.” 

 “I never had to fight.” 
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 “We would communicate via radio with the KNU troops.  We would share 

each other’s locations so as not to fight.  If one group was given orders to move into a 

certain area they would tell the others in advance and they would retreat.” 

 When questioned about life in the jungle, his eyes light up a bit and he smiles. 

“We were hunting all of the time so we ate really well.”  

 Where does the DKBA get its funding? 

 “Originally they (the DKBA) had their weapons from the split with the KNU.  

Sometimes when the bullets were gone General Pa Neweʹ′e would buy more bullets.” 

 “It gets its money from logging.” 

 Eah Poe is not sure about rumors that the DKBA also gets funding from the 

production of methamphetamine, locally known as yaba. 

 “If soldiers were caught drinking too much or taking yaba they would be 

killed.” 

 “I knew of someone who was caught taking too much yaba and ordered shot.  

They caught him and took him in to see a general who decided to execute the soldier.  He 

was allowed to visit with his family first.” 

 “Some people take the drugs and can not control themselves in the villages.  

They can do bad things in the villages.” 

 In 2010 the Tatmadaw (Burmese Army) issued a declaration offering 

permanent ceasefire, without prosecution, to any opposition forces provided they become 

part of a new Border Guard Force.  Although the DKBA was allied with the Tatmadaw, 

they were to become part of the BGF also. 

 “I left because of the uniform. I did not want to wear the Burmese uniform.  Ten 

of the twelve of us fled.”   

 “The commander and two men agreed to be border guard.  A different 

commander told us that if we did not want to be Border Guard we could go.” 
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 “Two friends and I spent four nights in the jungle hiding and traveling by night 

towards Thailand.  We knew we had to get to Thailand.  If I am caught I may be jailed or 

killed.” 

 

Mary Htoo, 39, (r) – resident, Mae La Refugee Camp, October 23, 2010. 

 “In 1971 the Burmese army came to our village (Hoe Key) and evicted everyone.  

Relations between the Burmese and the Karen were difficult.” 

  “At that time the Army would shoot Karen with no reason.” 

 “We moved to a new location and rebuilt huts. “ This new village was known as 

Tha Au Buh. 

 In 1984 or 1985, Mary is unsure of the exact date, “the army moves in and burns 

the whole village to the ground.  Villagers fled to the jungle and built small huts.  The 

huts were spread out a bit.  Some move into a cave.”  There are about 20-30 houses in 

this new settlement with a population of about 200 people. 
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 “I grew up running in the forest because of the military.” 

 “I lived in a small temporary shelter for 10 years.  The entire village stayed for 10 

years.  We would cut wood and scavenge for food.” 

 Mary describes the shelter as being raised off the ground, about 10’x10 feet, and 

made of bamboo.  Mary lived there with her two sisters and her parents. 

 “There was little food in the jungle so the KNU would support us.  They also 

would supply medicine.  There was also a KNU built clinic and school in the village.”   

 “Soldiers would shoot and kill any Karen.” 

 “We were very afraid. At night we would hear a cow in the jungle and think it 

was the Burmese army.  We would run and hide.  The jungle was so dark at night that 

when you ran you had to hold onto the shirt of the person in front of you.” 

 “We heard from other villages that if the Burmese army caught us they would kill 

us.” 

 “Other villages were fleeing also.” 

 Mary estimates that between 1995 and 1996 twelve or thirteen villages are 

burned. 

 “In 1995 the villagers from Thaw Au Buh return to Hoe Key village. There were 

now only 10 houses in Ho Key.  The army had left.  We stayed there for 2 years.  

 “In 1997 we moved to Gle Su Kyi village as the Army began to re-occupy Hoe 

Key.”  Mary was married at 27 years old to Say Diluh.  They have four children.  They 

remain in Gle Su Kyi for 9 months with relatives. 

 By 1999 the couple settles in Malaku village, where they stay for 9 years. They 

work as day laborers on rice farms. 
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 “The Burmese military would ask for the tax. We could not pay.  The tax was 

15000 Kyats per year, but the military would very often come down from the mountains 

and ask for more money and food.” 

 “In 2006, the SPDC executed three villagers for suspicion of supporting the KNU. 

One was shot, 2 had their throats cut.” 

 In 2009 Mary decides to leave Burma.  She arrives in Mae La on December 26, 

2009. 

 Mary’s Mother stayed in Hoe Key.  “She did not want to run.  She was too old. 

Both parents have passed away.  One brother and one sister are now here in Mae La.” 

 “We are happy here.  We can relax and sleep well.” 

 None have applied for official refugee status.  None of the family speaks English 

and are afraid to leave. 
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Mu Wah, 30, (L) - Resident, Mae La Refugee Camp, October 23, 2010. 

 Mu Wah is thirty.  She is from Guni village.  She arrived at Mae La January 1, 

2008. 

 “Seven people lived in her home, her parents and four siblings.  Four were 

working.” 

 Mu estimates the total household income per month was about 5000 Kyats, 

worth about five dollars now, but slightly more then.  “Sometimes the military would 

take it all.” 

 “My family was all rice farmers.  I am the youngest of four sisters.” 

  “There was a school in town but we did not have enough money to go.  The 

school was free but the family couldn’t afford the supplies, uniform…” 

 “I was very happy as a child.  My friends and I would catch the ducks and 

play in our yard.  At that time everything was perfect.” 

 “When the Burmese came in and began asking for the tax we did not have 

enough.” 

 The Burmese military arrived in her village, Guni, in 1995 when Mu Wah was 

fifteen.  Her parents had died five years earlier.   At that time the family lived in a small 

hut made of bamboo thatched with teak leaves. The hut had one room and everyone slept 

together. 

 “When the military arrived the villagers were asked to leave the village.  The 

army was trying to cut us off from the KNU.  All of her sisters moved to other villages.  I 

and many other villagers moved out into open fields where there was no water and trees.  

This new settlement was a two hour walk from Guni.” 

 Mu Wah was 18 when she married Moung Thein, also 18 at the time.  He was 

a farmer, also from Guni.  They had been friends their whole life.   The couple had four 

children. 
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 In May of 2006, “my husband went to the forest to find some food.  The 

SPDC caught him and suspected him of working for the KNU. They took him to the 

office.” 

 “He was abused. How abused we do not know.” 

 “A friend, Paw Mu Hehey, a friend found me and told me the news.  By the 

time I received the news Moung was already dead.  I am still not exactly sure how he 

died.” 

 “The Army buried him.  I was not allowed to see my husband’s body before 

he was buried.  I am not sure where the grave is exactly.   I have never seen it.” 

 The Burmese army never admitted to the killing. The only reason Mu knows 

this story is from other villagers who saw it happen. 

 “If you say anything they will kill your whole family.  If they want to kill us 

they can without any reason.” 

 Mu told her four children, at the time ages five, seven, eight and ten that their 

father had died.  She told them how he had died.  

 Mu stayed in Guni for two more years working as a day laborer on local farms. “I 

could not earn enough to feed my family.” 

 Mu Wah decided to leave Burma in 2008.  It took the family twenty days to walk 

to Thailand. They had to walk a little slower because of the children.   

 There were others walking with her. 

 “I met them along the way.  They told me to follow them, that they were going to 

Mae La. They were from other villages. They were running because the military had 

attacked their village.”  

 “I did not know anything about Mae La. I only knew I needed to get to Thailand.” 
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 “We would begin at 6am.  Every hour I would have to take a ten-minute rest.  We 

would sleep in the jungle under a tree. It was the dry season.” 

 “When I left I only had about three days worth of food. Others helped us out 

along the way.” 

 “When we arrived (at Mae La) I could no longer walk my legs hurt so much.  

Everyone was sent to the hospital.” 

	  

 

Saw Plew Lay, 25, (L) – farmer, resident, Mae La Refugee Camp, October 23, 2010. 

 Saw Plew Lay is also from Guni village, Neo Ley Bin Division, Karen State.  

KNU Division 3 controls the area.  

 “When I was young Guni was a big village with about 90 houses and a 

thousand people.  Life was peaceful, but after the Burmese came there were many 

problems.” 
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 “In 1995 when I was about 10 years old the Burmese Army came in and began 

abusing the people.” 

 Saw immediately begins to recount the murder of two consecutive ‘Heads of 

Village’ of Guni. 

 The first “was a good leader.  His name was Soe La Bwe, which means full 

moon.  The Burmese army killed him when I was ten.”  It was the beginning of the rainy 

season, 1996. 

  “The military called him into the base for a meeting. When he arrived he was 

killed.” 

 “He was seen visiting the KNU camp by the military, so they thought he was a 

volunteer.” 

 “He was a volunteer.  He wanted to take care of the village.  Villagers and the 

KNU often had a very friendly relationship.  Villagers would help provide food and the 

KNU would help with medicine and food when needed.” 

 “He was killed by SPDC Unit 590.  There were about 200-300 soldiers in this 

unit under the command of Boe Tun Tun, 3 stars.” 

 “He was married to Na De Moe.  They had 5 children.” 

 “The Burmese military dug a grave near the base.  At first they said nothing.  

After a week they admitted to the murder. They gave no reason.” 

 “All of the villagers were very upset. They wanted to fight but had not power 

or guns.” 

 “The Burmese army asked the villagers to choose another Head of Village.  

We chose Say Be Wah.”   

 “If you have a village you must have one leader. The villagers liked him. He 

was a good man.  He was afraid, but the villagers wanted him to take over.” 
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 Relations with the improved slightly until Burmese army then met with the 

new Head of Village and requested that a monthly tax of 3000 Kyats per household be 

collected.  

 “We gave them the money because we didn’t want to be hurt, but inside we 

did not want to give.  Other times they would come down to the village and demand 

money. You would have to pay again. 

 Saw estimates he earned about 10000 Kyats per month.  He owned his own 

farm and would work for 1000Kayats per day on other farms. 

And you paid the tax? 

 “Every month, every month.” 

 “Other times they would come down to the village and demand money. You 

would have to pay again.” 

 “The Burmese are very bad. Sometimes they would come to the village and 

demand money or a chicken.  If the villagers didn’t have it they would hit them.” 

 “If we didn’t have enough rice we would borrow from one another.” 

 After paying the taxes there was usually not enough left to feed his family. 

With the money that was left “we would buy fish paste, salt, chili and rice if we needed 

it.  The army would also take our food if they needed it.” 

 The nearest KNU base was about a 3-day walk from Guni. “Every year we 

would give food to the KNU, we loved them.” 

 “At times they would come to the village and help us with medicine, but they 

would leave when the army came.” 

 “Every time the army needed to do a project they would use volunteers from 

the village.  We would have to help build and office, build living huts, or a fence around 

the base. 
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 We usually worked one or two days a week.  We were not paid.  We were not 

fed. We would usually eat water, rice and fish paste we brought from home.” 

 “The army also had a one house – one volunteer policy.” 

 Saw Be Wah was killed in 2003.  He was also accused of working with the 

KNU.   

 “They tied his hands behind a post and cut his eyes out with a knife while he 

was still alive, then finally stabbed him.”  

      “Saw Be was working with the KNU.  We are the same ethnic group and we 

love one another. KNU and villagers help one another with food and medicine; it is a 

very good relationship.” 

 “Sometimes the Burmese soldier would have a good heart and would come to 

tell the villagers what happened.” 
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No Da, 29, (r) and her mother-in-law Mu Poe, 60 – migrant workers, Oo Thu Ta 

Valley, October 17, 2010. 

 Mu Poe had been to the Oo Thu Ta valley before. She came six or seven years 

ago to visit two of her sons who were in Bangkok working illegally to support her. On 

that trip she met the man who owns this land. 

 “We rent about fifty acres for $15,000 Thai baht.  One harvest each year earns 

about $40,000THB, which is shared by 5 people.” 

 Mu Poe’s family had a significant rice farm in Pa Ka, Burma. 

 “The taxes were too high.” 

 “We paid ten to twenty thousand kyats/year to the KNU (Karen National 

Union), five to seven thousand Kyats/month to the DKBA (Democratic Karen Buddhist 

Army), and to the SPDC (State Peace and Development Council – Burmese army) 

another five to seven thousand kyats/month. 

 She estimates the total bill at $150,000 kyats per year, leaving the family to 

survive on 60,000 kyats each year. 

 “There were 10 siblings including myself. Now there are only 4.” 

 “One is in the DKBA, three work here.  

 ”Four died of Malaria. Our home was a day’s walk to the nearest clinic.  

Sometimes we did not got to the hospital because would not have the money so we had to 

let them die.” 

 “My sister, Naw Re Dey, died at 19. She was carrying bullets in the jungle for 

the Burmese army.  She was not fed.  When she got back she got very sick and died.”   

 “She was not given an option.  The house had no door on it.  One night the 

soldiers came in and told everyone to get up. ‘We will shoot you if you don’t carry 

bullets for us.’” 
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 “My brother, Pa No No died at 26.  He was taken the same night as Naw Re 

Dey.  He came back a week before she did.  He had not been fed and had been beaten 

with boots and the butts of rifles. He died shortly after my sister.” 

 “We did not have the money to take them to the doctor.” 
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Saw Gleds Htoo , 68– Hid in the forest from 1976 until 2006, Mae La Refugee 

Camp, October 25, 2010. 

 Saw Gleds Htoo grew rice and grew beetle nut on a three-acre farm his family 

owned in Bwey Baw Derr, a Karen village inside the Black zone. “Some years it (the rice 

crop) was enough, other years not. It depended on the weather.” 

 He and his family, which included his parents and 10 siblings, lived in a 20 x 20 

bamboo house.  

 “It was a big village with 30 houses and a primary school.  There was no clinic.” 

 “From time to time the KNU would come down from the mountains and help us.  

They would try and encourage us not to be sad, to try and take care of one another as 

brother and sister.” 

 “In 1975 the Burmese army came to Bwey Baw Derr and burned it down.  By the 

end of 1976 the village was completely destroyed.  We fled an hour and a half into the 

forest where we lived illegally from 1976 – 2006.” 

 “The KNU told us the army was coming earlier the same day.  The KNU had a 

spy, or some kind of advanced scout.  They told us that the SPDC (State Peace and 

Development Council – Burmese army) would be here the next morning.  I was very 

afraid. They were our enemy also. The spy told us to prepare our bags, when the soldiers 

get closer, run.” 

 “That night some of us slept while others watched the jungle.” 

 “We knew the army was close, but we could not yet see them. “We were able to 

judge the progress of the advancing SPDC by the sound of gunfire between the SPDC 

and the KNU (Karen National Union) who were trying to defend the village.” 

 “The whole village left together.  Everyone got out. The old people were carried.” 

 “I left with clothing, food, a knife, but no water.” 
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 “We were sure the army would burn down our village, it was in the black zone 

and we had very close relations with the KNU.” 

 “We came to a hill top from where we could see the burning village.” 

 The villagers walked for half a day into the forest to a place where they often 

went to cut firewood.  The military did not follow them so they set up a new camp. 

 Saw was married to Naw Too Too in 1978, three years after fleeing into the 

jungle.  In 1979 the first of their five children was born.  “All were born in the jungle.  

There was no clinic.  We had local medicine or modern medicine if the KNU had visited.  

My mother helped my wife have the babies.” 

 In 1998 the military (Saw estimates some250 soldiers, Unit 26 SPDC) came into 

the forest and found the new village.   

 “It was a horrible year.  Again they assumed we had relations with the KNU.  The 

Army opened fire on us and burnt down farms and huts.  It was like a war.  No one was 

shooting at the army, we had no guns.”   

 The villagers flee further into the forest, were they remained in hiding from 1998 

until 2006. They moved often, staying in one place for anywhere from 2 months to a year 

at the most. 

 “I could not find a safe place to settle.  I was very hungry for those years.” 

 In 2006, Saw decides to come to Mae La Refugee Camp.  He would like to go 

home but there is no opportunity. 
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Saw Ler Lah, 48, – Typhoon Nargis survivor, resident, Mae La Refugee Camp, 

Silver Moe’s Uncle, October 28, 2010. 

 “I was born in La Pu Ta, Irrawaddy Division.  This is south of Patein, close to the 

ocean, 15 nautical miles to the sea.” 

 “My whole family moved to Than Chow Go in 1975.  We wanted to get into rice 

farming.” 

 Saw Ler Lah’s mother, father, brother and sister remain in Thein Jen Ko full time.  

Other siblings including, Saw Ler Lah work jobs elsewhere.  “We worked as day 

workers, we’d save money to buy more and more land.” 

 Saw Ler Lah remains in Insein, famous for the prison, until 1991. 

 “I finished 7th grade at 14-15 years old.” 

 “I worked in a shoe factory and other various jobs.  I took care of inmates who 

were building the road from Yangon to Mandalay.  I was a guard.  I didn’t have a gun.  If 

someone ran away I would follow them.” 

 By 1991 when Saw joined the family in the remote Irrawaddy Delta village of 

Than Chow Go, the farm had grown to ten acres. “One harvest of rice a year would mean 

about 150 pounds of rice.  We would sell the seed.” 

 “There are many big streams and small rivers.”  Because of the village’s 

proximity to the ocean, “you can see the rise and fall of the tide.  It is fairly flat with 

some forest, but mostly it is rice farms.  People would build on land.  Houses are made of 

wood, with roofs of leaves. Others would build with bamboo. Walls were sometimes also 

made of leaves.” 

 “ There were more than 500 people in Than Chow Go before Nargis, but 300 

died.” 

 By 9 am on May 2, 2008 –the wind from Nargis was already blowing hard. 

 “Everyone was in the village when Nargis hit.” 
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 “I woke up at 6 am.  Everyone was up at that time.” 

 “We have a small shop in the house which I opened at 6 am.  We sell snacks and 

cooking oil.” 

 Saw describes the morning as, “cloudy, light rain, and windy” 

 “By nine am, really strong winds begin, the rain is heavy but there is no damage 

yet.” 

At nine am, “it still felt like a normal storm.” 

 Saw’s children, nine and eleven years old were at home.  “They were on holiday. 

They usually spend the days playing around the house.” 

 “We had not planted the rice yet.  We usually do it in June.  Storms always come 

in May.” 

 He notes that “nothing usually happens, the houses are strong enough.  The 

village floods every year during the rainy season, (June-Aug/Sep) but it is dry during the 

rest of the year.”   

 “I washed my face and had a light breakfast. We generally have a full breakfast 

around 11 am.  Today there was no cooking because there was too much wind to light a 

fire.” 

 “On the radio the weather man said a small storm was coming, but it was just a 

normal storm and there was no reason to be afraid.  There was no warning that a storm 

(of this magnitude) was coming.  Every year storms come at this time.” 

 “There were some leeks in the roof.”  Saw fixed them that morning. 

“It was the first time I had seen the wind take the leaves off the roof.” 

 The villagers seem to agree that this was still a normal storm.   Everyone stays at 

home for the most part. 

Was it customary to take any special precautions on a day like this? 
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 “No.” 

 “By noon the wind is very strong. I think it will destroy my home.  I make the 

decision to move my children to the church.” 

 Saw’s wife was visiting with her parents at the time. 

 “The church was made of cement. By noon many families had done the same.” 

 By noon “the sky was very dark, and there was heavy rain.” 

 Saw Ler Lah is the Head of the Village, with responsibilities much like a mayor.   

At 5:30 he tells everyone to go to the church and stay there.  There is no electricity or 

military presence in Thein Jen Ko.  No one warned them of what was coming. 

 By 6 pm only two or three houses in the village remained standing.  The rest, 

including Saw’s, had blown over.   

 “At around 6 the first storm stops for around 30 minutes. Everything was still, but 

it was still raining.  That storm had winds of about 80-90 mph with heavy rain.” 

 “By 8:30 pm the ‘second storm’ begins with wind blowing in exactly the opposite 

direction.” 

 “Before the second storm began, the rivers were rising very quickly.” 

 “By 8:30 the water was 6 feet above ground level.” 

 “People in the church put benches and chairs on the stage and stood on  them.  

I was standing on the stage and the water was up to my chest. The stage was 3 feet off the 

ground. There was about 6-7 feet of water.”  The water rose six to seven feet within half 

an hour. 

 In the darkness “we could hear the destruction.” 

 At 8:30 the aluminum roof of the church is blown off.  “Twenty children had been 

put up there to keep them safe from the water.  They were never found.” 
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 “The water is very high.  There are probably 200 or more people in the church.” 

 “Some thought they could stay in the stronger houses.” 

 The second storm would turn out to be “twice as strong as the first” with winds 

estimated at 160+ mph. It raged from 8:30-12:30. 

 “Inside the church we could hear the waves crashing against the walls.” 

 “At about nine pm the walls of the church collapse and everyone is washed out.” 

 “I knew I was going to die. I grabbed hold of my daughter as we were washed 

out.” 

 “We were washed past a tree which I was able to grab a hold of and climb into.  

We prayed all night long in the tree.  The waves were so high that when they would pass 

the tree I would have to hold my breath.   

 He estimates the branch he was standing on was 7’ off the ground. 

 “I had one hand holding onto the tree and one hand holding onto my daughter.” 

 By 12:30 the water had receded to normal levels. 

 “When the water came down I sat under the tree with my daughter until morning.  

Four other people were in the tree with us.  We sat under the tree until the sun came up.” 

 When it does there is no more wind and only a light rain. 

 “Everything was destroyed and there were many dead bodies.  Those who had 

lived had been able to grab a tree or something floating.” 

 “We were not able to find the bodies of many people.” 

 Survivors began returning to what was left of the church.  Saw notices the high 

water mark at about 10 feet above ground level. 

 “We heard that the storm would come back again so we began to make a bamboo 

raft.  Someone thought this would happen around 11 or 12.” 
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 Between 6 and 11 am the survivors began to look for the children.  Some built a 

small hut while others made a soup from dead animals. 

 “We lived like this for over a week.” 

 Initially there were about a hundred survivors. 2-3 left the first couple of days 

about 50 had left by the end of the first week. 

 “Two or three days into that week some people began to make a list of how many 

people had lived or died.  Three hundred and ten died, about one hundred ninety lived.” 

 “The first day we gathered coconuts, after that we drank ground water which was 

a little salty.  We ate the dead animals and rice we were able to find on the ground.” 

 “We buried 15 bodies, but could do no more because we were too tired.” 

 “After 3 day it smelled really bad. We would move from place to place to avoid 

the smell.” 

 “No one came to help.  We waited and waited for the army, but no one came.” 

 “Some people repaired broken boats and left.  We waited.” 

 A week later, a boat privately chartered by a church from Patein, comes to help. 

The boat takes them back to La Pu Ta. 

 “Fifteen members of my family died.”  His mother, sister, 2 sisters-in-law, a 

nephew, niece, and his wife and children all survived.  

 “She (Saw’s wife) was in another village visiting her parents.  The villagers 

stayed inside a church which did not collapse.” 

Your son was in the church with you wasn’t he? 

 “He managed to grab a hold of a bamboo tree.” 



	   	  
	  

	   39	  

 “Many villagers are coming into La Pu Ta.  The church has a house that many 

people are staying in. Those who cannot fit are sleeping under plastic on the road.” Saw 

Ler and his family stay on the road for 2 days and one night. 

 At this point his wife and children leave for Patein.  “I had promised the 

remaining villagers I would return for them.” It takes him another day to get back to Than 

Chow Go. 

 “Everyone was a ok thanks to God. No one is sick.  Everyone is ok. God helped 

us.” 

 Saw next rejoins his wife in Patein.  “There was a church in Patein, Baptist, the 

same as in my village. The church was taking care of victims.” 

 “We stayed (in Patein) from the 12th to the 27th of May at which time the 

government ordered all of us back to our villages.” 

 Rather than return to Than Chow Go, Saw decides to flee to Insein.  He stays with 

relatives while his wife and children remain in Patein. 

 Saw’s sister, De Lui, had already been relocated to Australia as a refugee in 2007.  

They speak while he is in Insein. “We had been separated for 30 years.  She was a teacher 

in the KNU.  Her husband is a major.  We had not spoken for 30 years when I spoke with 

her at Insein.”   

 De Lui encourages him to come to Mae La.  Saw gathers his family and leaves 

immediately. 

 Saw has had interviews with a foreign NGO to get official refugee status. He is 

now waiting for a UN ID card.  Even though Saw and his family are refugees as a result 

of a natural disaster rather than of a political situation there seems to be no problem 

moving forward with obtaining official refugee status. 

 “If the Burmese govt. had helped us I would have stayed.”  Saw is not at all happy 

with the complete lack of aid provided by the government to the inhabitants of the delta. 
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 “This is very into the heart. I really hate them.” 

 “Foreign nations came to help but did not get food to us.” 

 “An Army helicopter had been circling over the village the whole week (after 

Nargis hit) but never came down.” 

 “Because we are Karen the Burmese military doesn’t like us. They won’t  help.  

The school in town was built by villagers and has volunteer teachers. It was not built by 

the government.”  

 “The KNU is not in our village nor in the delta at all. The whole area is controlled 

by the Burmese.” 

 “Saw Ler Lah arrived at Mae La on May 21, 2008 with 21 people including his 

remaining family members.  All were Nargis survivors. 
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Silver Moe, 14 – Typhoon Nargis survivor, resident, Mae La Refugee Camp, 

October 28, 2010. 

 Silver Moe is the daughter of Moe Shi, Saw Ler Lah’s brother.  Fourteen years 

old, she is the only surviving member of her immediate family.  Her mother, father and 

three siblings died in Typhoon Nargis.  She was 11 that evening. 

 Silver Moe, along with many other villagers took shelter in her mother’s house.  

“A lot of people where there.” 

 “I stayed with my mother that night. We were lying on the floor.  A wave swept 

through the house and washed us out.” 

 “I was immediately separated from her.  She told me to pray and that was the last 

time I ever saw her.” 

 “I was able to swim a little. I would hold my breath and go under the waves.  

There was some rubble floating in the water and I was able to climb up on top of it.” 

 Saw Ler Lah tells me that is how they found her in the morning.  Silver Moe was 

in the water still holding on to the floating rubble.  She shouted for help and one of the 

pastors found her.   

Field	  Notes	  

 “May all living beings be free from mental and physical suffering.” 

-  A Buddhist’s prayer 

Late March 2010 – Conversation with Rita. 

 On a long road trip home to New Mexico from Arizona I had a great chat with 

Rita.  I had for a long time been meaning to get my master’s project back on track.  We 

discussed a couple of new ideas I had been mulling over, and decided that the most 

practical of the two was to begin working on Burma. 

29 March 2010 – Udon Thani, Thailand. 
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 A couple of conversations have come to pass that are making me feel much better 

about the second phase of this project.  The first is with a fellow coworker named Chris.  

He is Karen and speaks English fairly well.  I was speaking to him about the master’s 

project idea.  After listening to the proposal he mentioned that both sides of his family 

have strong ties to both sides of the Karen issue.  His mother’s to the DKBA and his 

father’s side to the KNLA.   

 Chris offered access to Mae La refugee camp, without the knowledge of the Thai 

authorities.  (This is a conversation I need to have with the committee.) He also is fairly 

certain that his connections can lead me to at the very minimum introductions to 

commanders in both the KNY and DKBA.  I’d really appreciate the opportunity to 

interview both sides of this conflict.   

 Chris will likely be my translator for the time I am working with refugee 

communities here in Thailand. 

 A second really interesting conversation that came up on a very random encounter 

was with  

Phase 1. 

Beginning Gear: 

In the bag: 

Canon 5D Mark II, 2 batteries 

16-35 f/2.8 

24-70 f/2.8 

70-200 f/2.8 

77mm polarizing filter 

Cards: 8GBx2, 2GBx3, 1GBx2, 512MBx1 

Small bottle cleaning fluid & 3 cloths 

Small notebook and pens 

 

Also traveling with: 

Canon 10D, 3 batteries 
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Western Digital 500 GB portable hard drive 

2 battery chargers 

M-Audio 

Canon 2x Extender 

Garmin Vista eTrex Vista HCx GPS 

Manfrotto tripod and ball head 

Off camera cord for flash (I accidentally left my flash in Thailand) 

Bulb release cable 

Universal card reader 

Power adapter 

2 April 2010, Yangon 

 Today was a great reminder of why you should always fight your own personal 

norm.  I have been getting sick of my “style” if you call it that.  I have for a while now 

felt like I need to make my eye more interesting.  Exposure is not a problem; keeping 

myself interested in my own work has been another story. 

 I found myself again at Schwedagon Pagoda.  I stop here on the first day of every 

trip to Yangon for two reasons really.  The first is that flights into Yangon from BKK 

arrive later than those going from Yangon to anywhere else in the country.  You have to 

stay your first day in the city.  There is also some voice inside of me, however repressed, 

that feels it is at least not a bad idea to pay respect to some higher power.   Schwedagon 

is one of the holiest places in the Buddhist world, said to contain 8 strands of the first 

Buddha’s hair. 

 I have photographed here so often that the past couple of times I’ve been 

generally uninterested and fighting boredom.  I’ve also usually found myself there during 

the day as travel schedules dictate.  Today was so hot however that I decided to take the 

students to the Savoy for a swim in the pool and head to Schwedagon for the golden 

hours.   

 In 2007 when I first started traveling here, Burma instantly became one of my 

favorite places to photograph, it is incredible, the light, the people, colors, style of life, 
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and patina.  Schwedagon was incredible in the late afternoon.  I walked slowly, taking 

well over two hours to walk around the paya.  I was again inspired by the place as the 

gold began to glow and the many colored lights came on.  I photographed the cleaning 

crews, “disco" Buddhas, monks, worshippers, workers, and of course the stupa itself.  

More importantly thought, it felt like I was shooting differently. 

 This was also the first day working with the Canon 5D Mark ii.  I’m impressed 

with it so far, but far from comfortable with it.  I’ve got to have a look at file sizes.  I’ve 

also really got to get a feel for it’s exposures, the metering for which seem much different 

from the older 5D.   

3 April 2010, Travel day, Yangon - Kyaikto 

 Today was a transit day from Yangon to Kyaikto, home of another very holy 

Buddhist sites, the Golden Rock that sits atop Mt Kyaiktiyo.  We ended up having to wait 

about 3 hours at the Au Mingala Highway Bus Station for our ride to Kyaikto Although 

there are multiple busses that leave on the half hour for The Golden Rock, the number of 

pilgrims that day had sold them out for a few hours.   

  The bus station was a great place to shoot, and a great way to begin our journey 

to the Golden Rock.  The day to day life of the bus industry was in plain sight, everything 

from bus repair, construction, ticket sales, snack sales, connecting taxi services, all 

happens right there in front of you.  

 I watched as an arm emerged from somewhere in the well of a front tire, then a 

body covered in oil slid out into the alley between the next bus.  He handed a brake line 

to another man who was smoking a cigarette.  This man took a puff and blew the smoke 

into the brake line, put his finger over one end, and blew into the other.  It took me a 

minute to figure out that he was using the smoke to find the leak. 

 On the second floor of the ticket sales building was an empty room used by 

passengers to wait for their bus.  Windows on each end allowed for at least a little breeze.  

They also created incredible sidelight backed by dark oil stained wood, such a common 

lighting situation I almost take for granted now.  We met a family of pilgrims who had 
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left their homes in Irrawaddy division 10 hours earlier by first boat, then truck, and 

finally bus to arrive here in Yangon for the next five-hour ride to Kyaikto.  In light of 

their destination and despite the travel, the women were in their best silks, men in longyis 

and pressed white shirts. 

 Much later that evening we got our first look at the Rock.  I recalled that McCurry 

had photographed the Golden Rock from a great angle, and began looking for the spot.  

I’m fairly certain the trees that are there now look young enough to not have been there 

before. 

4 April 2010, Mt Kyaiktiyo 

 I had everyone out the door by 6:00 this morning.  We have decided that we 

would honor golden light photography hours on this trip both to get great images and to 

avoid the mid day heat.  In any case, it was too late.  Although masked by clouds, the sun 

had already started to rise over the mountains to the east.  I had also hoped to catch the 

pilgrims who sleep around the temple area before they awoke.  No luck here either as 

many were beginning the long walk back down the mountain.   

 I came away with some a few images I like which were really getting at setting 

and mood.  Again, I feel that I am making small steps away from what I am used to 

shooting.  As the sun rose over the mountains, it reflected at a low angle off of the light 

grey marble that covers much of the holy area.  As you turned into it, as the last people 

were beginning their day, you could capture incredible seas of light reflecting off the 

stone with silhouettes floating in it. 

 The morning and afternoon turned out to be much better teaching hours than 

shooting ones for the previously mentioned reasons.  During the morning session I 

assigned a portrait assignment to get the students out of their comfort zones and to begin 

making pictures of people.  Burma is the melting pot of SE Asia, where the Indian 

subcontinent meats SE Asia.  The ethnic diversity is incredible, especially when you mix 

that with the fact that the government has been so successful at controlling western 

influence that much of the country looks as it might have in the colonial era. 
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 I also had an afternoon basic camera boot camp and manual exposure class.  For 

the first part of the lesson we went through everyone’s camera to be sure they were set up 

properly, and to be sure that everyone had a firm grip on how to use the controls.  I then 

went on to explain the basic functions of manual shooting; ISO, shutter speed and F-stop.  

We did real and hypothetical exposure settings.  Everyone seems eager to begin shooting 

manually. 

 Later in the afternoon we went to visit not a monk, but a hermit, who we had 

briefly met earlier in the day.  I was instantly drawn to him by his age, beard and leather 

hat.  The latter of the two I had never seen on monks anywhere in SE Asia. Sai later 

explained to me that there were very few hermits left in Burma, and that this could be a 

really unique opportunity to get some understanding of these recluses.  The shooting was 

not great.  This encounter was really more about getting to know him.  There is a social 

protocol to spending time with religious figures here, and although it is possible to 

photograph, you must really spend some time first just being with them.  For the hermits, 

this seems even truer as they are not used to having guests, and there are so few left.  In 

any case, the two and a half hours we spent with him were truly incredible. 

 We returned to the top of Mt Kyaiktiyo in time to get some great sunset shooting 

in.  It is incredible how much of a carnival like feel this place takes on in the evening.  

The stores along the main arcade light up and vendors sell clothes, toys, candy, religious 

items, natural medicines, and massages.  Teenagers stroll along, checking each other out, 

while families eat in the many restaurants. 

 I was missing family tonight, so I placed a bell with a personal note amongst the 

many already adorning the fences surrounding the rock. 

5 April 2010, Mt Kyaiktiyo - Yangon 

 Persistence did not pay off today.  I was really hoping to get that photo of a few 

hundred pilgrims sleeping on the ground in the open air around the shrine grounds.  I was 

out at 5:10 am, and once again was too late.  At around 5am, as I was walking towards 

the shrine, some one turned on loud music by the time I’d covered the last few hundred 
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yards the crowds were up and about.  Sai Meung mentioned to me that many people, 

especially the old, wake up at around 3 to pay first respects to the Rock.   

 Instead, I wandered around the backside of the main arcade.  I was interested in 

how things are done behind the scene.  There was really not much going on in all 

honesty.  Restaurants were getting ready to cook breakfast, and a few early morning 

porters carried bricks up to a work site.  Unfortunately I couldn’t get too close.  There 

was a suspicious looking man with a walkie talkie in hand, the mountain top substitute 

for the cell phone which so often means connected to people who wouldn’t be happy to 

have you looking around. 

 That was really it for the day.  We walked back down the top 25% of the 

mountain deemed too dangerous for westerners to ride trucks in, then hoped in a 

converted dump truck to the bottom of the mountain.  Took a long, hot bus ride back to 

Yangon. 

 I also sent out an email to Jackie Bell asking if she would join my Master’s 

Committee.  I hope she does, but I also wish I’d been better at staying in touch over the 

past few years.    

6 April 2010, Yangon – Inle Lake 

 This was a travel day for the most part.  We began with an early morning flight 

from Yangon to Heho.  From here we traveled via first tuck then boat to out hotel on Inle 

Lake.   

 I did stop at a favorite place to shoot on the way in to Inle.  We are in Southern 

Shan State now, the majority of people are of the Shan ethnic group, but along Inle Lake 

you will find many Intha, and PaO also.  In any case there is a beautiful old teak 

monastery along the side of the road.  True to its architectural style, it is tall, cavernous, 

and has very few windows.  The few doors and windows that are there create incredible 

pools of light in between the internal spaces of the monastery.  Six Intha novices had just 

been ordained as we arrived and the festivities were in a brief lull before the offering of 

food to the monks was about to begin.  I found a room full of young monks napping 
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before their next round of ceremonies.  I managed to get off two really nice images 

before they were on the move. 

7 April 2010, Inle Lake 

 Inle Lake is a place I haven’t been in Burma now for a couple of years.  I only 

really come when I have to.  It is something of an unfortunate sentiment as it really is a 

beautiful, unique place in the world.   

 The lake is beautifully situated in the Shan Hills.  The Intha population has made 

it famous within the tourism circles for their completely water born way of life.  Entire 

villages are built above the water, and acres of gardens literally float on the lake’s 

surface.  

 The official tourism aspect of the lake however is for me what keeps me from 

wanting to come back.  You spend much of your time traveling by boat making for visual 

redundancy in images.  You are also shuttled around from place to place to see certain 

cultural occupations of the lake.  It tends to feel pre-packaged and predictable.  Having 

said this, there is however quite a bit of really interesting village life around the less 

visited edges of the lake. 

 Inle Lake, being in Southern Shan State, is nearly entirely surrounded by black 

zone.  This zone extends from here to the Thai border.  The Shan Hills border the lake to 

the east.  In those hills the SSA has been fighting against the Myanmar Army for decades.  

They also represent a very large part of Burma’s opium producing region.    

 These hills are also home to some of the other really interesting cultural groups in 

Burma such as the Wa (Burma’s legendary head-hunters turned opium farmers) the Silver 

and Gold Palaung, and the Padaung or long necks.  Rumor has it that the many years of 

war-induced isolation have preserved much of the traditional lifestyles of these hill tribe 

people.  If ever the country opened completely I would love to be on the western Thai 

border with a four-wheel drive and camera. 

 



	   	  
	  

	   49	  

8 April 2010, Inle Lake 

 Fighting the tourist trail!  Again I find myself wanting to wander off the path in 

this place.  Wanting to explain to your translators and boat drivers that you just really 

want to be dropped off in one of the smaller floating villages and left alone.  Nope, please 

forget the big motor driven canoe we are in and get me into one of those smaller canoes 

that can get into the farms.  I really want to get a good “how they live” body of work here 

in such a cool place.  There are a couple of consistent challenges to this however.  The 

first is that more times than not your perspective is water level.  To really get a great shot 

of the hundreds of rows of floating tomato gardens you need to get up.  People’s homes 

tend to be away from where they farm. 

 I also have a love-hate relationship with traveling and working with students.  I 

love teaching, and I love that I have been able to be paid to travel and photograph for 

work.  I have had some truly incredible experiences.  I also really appreciate that some of 

this time and the many work born relationships will help to complete of my master’s 

project, and hopefully create a body of work that becomes a larger personal project.   

 On the other hand, I am often balancing my desire to go find the next amazing 

situation with the interest levels of teenagers.  There is often a big divide.  I would love to 

be able to wander off with only my translator.  Ironically however, it is the students who 

likely keep away the extra attention I’d be getting wandering around here alone; an older 

westerner with a serious looking camera and a Shan translator would certainly raise 

eyebrows.   

 How do you push the envelope in a country where even the locals are not sure 

who their neighbors could be? 

 On another note, I have not told Sai Meung that I have begun this project.  

Although we work and live together every day for the entirety of this month, I have kept 

this project from him, from all the Burma staff for that matter.  I am beginning to wonder 

if this is fair.   
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 On the one hand, I worry that if they were aware of what I was doing they would 

somehow be complicit.  Part of me worries if this is being overprotective, as this phase of 

the project is really rather harmless, and none of them will be involved in the latter, more 

sensitive portions of the project.  If some one were ever to find this finished project, take 

issue with it, and recognize the personal associations, perhaps their best defense would at 

least be the truth; that they had no idea what I was doing.  I am also certain that work 

would not be happy with me creating these associations. 

 On the other hand, I feel that the previous argument is a load of crap.  If anyone 

were ever to take issue with this project, these guys would be simply guilty by 

association.  There is no trial by your peers, no judicial system.  However, I’m sure if I 

told them they would never tell me they disapproved, even if I did. 

 Maybe I’m just worrying too much about it.  Not sure, but I just feel unsettled 

about this issue.  I brought these two into this company.  We have all been through a lot 

together, and I really feel personally attached to them.  They now have jobs with a 

western company; they make money and can send some home to their parents.  There is a 

future.  I want nothing but the best for them and would feel horribly guilty if I were to 

cause them any harm. 

9 April 2010, Inle Lake 

 Easy day really.  The heat and early mornings have really been starting to wear us 

all out.  The only plan for the day was to go check out some traditional boat races that 

happen a few times a year on Inle.  They don’t begin till later in the day so everyone slept 

in.   

 I was thinking this might be an interesting opportunity to shoot a sport.  I was 

thinking today about the end package of this part of the project, a body of work 

representative of “home”.  A sport is still missing from the package.  There are many 

games the Burmese play, but actually very few sports.  It is really only tekraw, a 

volleyball like game played with a wicker ball with anything but hands, and soccer.  I’d 

heard of the traditional boat races, but never seen them.  As a note, they seem to be very 

specific to the Intha people who live around Inle.  The Intha are not at odds with the 
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government and therefore boat races may elicit very little from those on the other end of 

this project.   In any case, why miss the opportunity? 

10 April 2010, Travel Day Inle - Mandalay 

11 April 2010, Mandalay 

 I began the day at Maha Ganayon Kyaung.  Although I’ve been here before, I 

always feel it is a great place to bring students on a photography trip.  Well over 1000 

monks live here.  They come from all over the country to study Buddhist philosophy.  

The temple is a maze of living quarters, classrooms, storage areas, and kitchens.  Every 

day at 11am all 1000+ monks line up to eat in silence.  They pass by giant pots of rice 

and other food goods usually provided by a local family.   I enjoy photographing the 

event.  Also, if you get there early it is fun to watch the giant pots of food being prepared.  

In any case, I’m not sure I got anything new visually, but I did rework a few of my 

favorite spots. 

 We then crossed over the river to check out Inwa, one of the ancient capitols of 

Burma.  I’d never been, and I’m glad I saw it.  It really was a beautiful area.  Not a lot 

really though as far as photos are concerned, ruins more than people. 

 The final stop was to a village named Kyaukmyaung.  Here is where much of 

Burma’s traditional pottery is made then shipped out to the rest of the country.  Our guide 

took us to a home where tourists are invited in to see the process for a small tip.  On one 

hand they are putting on a bit of a show, while on the other these pots are all produced for 

the wholesale market.   

 The following is a free write I did at 3 in the morning.  I have to say I’d had a few 

beers, and I also almost decided to delete the whole thing.  Instead, I’ve decided to keep it 

and edit it a bit to make it better.  It was raw, crude, when I finished it but think there is 

some value to it.   

 Here is the background.  My students wanted to go out and party a bit.  There 

really are very few places in the country where you can do this in the way they were 
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expecting.  So I took them to the Mbar, part of the five star Mandalay Hill Resort.  I 

generally hate going there. 

 So you have to ask yourself one question.  Who the fuck can afford to pay an $8 

cover and $5-10 dollars for a cocktail when the bottom of the pile, the great masses, 

makes on average $1.50 per day?   This is where the children of the “privileged elite” as 

they call themselves on the sign announcing the Officer’s Training School in Mandalay 

come to play.  Many are also from accomplished business families, whose associations 

I’d also be suspicious of. 

 Then there is the Mandalay Hill Resort’s M-Club.  This is the only game in a 

town of well over a million people.  To survive here you need to, as an American, be 

social and fun with this crowd, nothing political, just keep smiling and play the big white 

elephant in the living room game.  You also need to know, as a strait male, how to dance 

with the sexually repressed male Buddhist population, you need to be able to drink 

socially with the mother fucker who can fix your visa for as long as you’d like, laugh at 

jokes about the Thai and Pilipino sex workers, then have a drink with another new friend 

who works with UNICEF. He hates the government, and is lucky maybe, or maybe not, 

to not be in jail for running off at the mouth, either way who knows who is in bed with 

one another in this country. 

 This is the part of this job I hate.  This is only one of a few examples of times 

illustrating the following; to operate here, you must realize that you will never stay under 

the radar.  You will be known, and because of this you might as well engage the other 

side on their terms.  Ultimately it probably makes your life, and those of the people 

around you, much easier. 

 In the span of 4 hours I watched as 3 ethnically Myanmar youth sat down to 

drinks with my best friend here, who is 100% ethnically Shan.  In other parts of the 

country they would be slitting each other’s throats, or making some back handed deal to 

make the Wa look like the second worst opium producers in the world so as not to draw 

attention to a devil’s arrangement between the SSA and the Tatmedaw.   
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 It is encouraging though, to see that those outside the conflict tend to not see each 

other’s differences.  I am thrilled to see the next generation drinking together, making 

friends….  

13 April 2010, Travel day Mandalay to Hsipaw  

14-17 April 2010, Hsipaw 

 This is the Buddhist New Year’s celebration known as Water Festival.  

Depending in where you are it is 3-5 days of essentially live music, drinking and a giant 

nation wide water fight from sun up to sun down.  

 Through the years I’d heard a lot about this as it is celebrated throughout SE Asia.  

It is the one time when Thais, Burmese, Laotians… will tell you that the really let go and 

get more than a little crazy.  I hate to say this but having now seen the full extent of the 

celebrations that statement seems a little sad.  That is to say that as hard as these people 

work, for as little reward as they get, this is the extent of their release.  I myself have little 

patience for the type of cultural interpretation I am making here, but I find it hard to resist 

saying.   

 As it is my first time to be in Burma for the celebration I was also really looking 

forward to photographing it.  The reality of the festival honestly scared me out of 

shooting much.   

 Essentially what you do to enjoy water festival is rent a light truck with an open 

rear end.  You fill everything you can with water, drive around town and get everyone on 

the side of the road as wet as possible.  The people on the side of the road have the same 

mission as you, to soak the people on the trucks.  Once the live performances start, you 

drive as close as you can to a stage, which is equipped with many water hoses, and watch 

from the back of your tuck.  Almost exclusively, Burmese young men will dance in front 

of the stages.  Its like a mosh pit with water guns.   

 Very few tourists visit Burma compared to say Thailand, and a truck half full of 

westerners is bound to get very wet.  The Burmese really want to be sure you are having 

a good time; it is incredibly genuine and endearing.  This means however that you should 
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be wet, and if you get off the truck you should have a drink with them, and you should 

jump into the mosh pit. 

 I was not sure that the insurance paperwork for the new 5D Mark II had been 

processed yet.  Nor was I willing to loose a bag full of gear at the beginning of the 

summer.  The situation was just way too unpredictable. 

 Having said that I got a few ok images from inside the cab.  They are not really 

even close to portfolio work, but I expect that should they make the cut for the photo-

elicitation they will be understood as Water Festival. 

 *** At about 8pm today (April 15, 2010) we heard rumors of an explosion in 

Yangon that had happened earlier in the day.  Rumors were first circulating that it had 

been a bomb, then later a gas leak.  By the time we were back in Hsipaw the Internet café 

was closed so we were unable to check the news.  We contacted a fellow Burma staff 

member in Yangon who told us it had been a gas leak.  A half an hour later, I received a 

call from staff in the States.  The BBC and New York Times were already reporting 

online that it had been a bomb.  By 10m on this morning the local newspaper had 

confirmed that a series of 3 bombs had exploded around Kandawgyi Lake.  A fourth was 

discovered but safely removed.  Nine people have been confirmed killed. 

18 April 2010, Travel day, Hsipaw to Mandalay 

19 April 2010, Travel day, Mandalay to Bagan 

20 April 2010, Bagan 

 Mt Popa was the destination for today.  It is a quirky kind of place about 2 hours 

outside of Bagan.  I love it, but it gets old.  I’m fighting a sense of sameness, and 

boredom. Perhaps a little melancholy also not knowing if I will be back here anytime 

soon.  I really didn’t do much shooting here.   

 Mt. Popa is a tall, steep mesa rising out of the Bagan Plain.  It is a shrine to 

Burma’s Gnats.  If Buddha is the all-powerful, holiest of beings, Gnats are the much-

revered local spirits who watch over and protect different regions and ethnic groups in the 
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country.  They are often the spirits of influential people who never leave the earth.  There 

is a very famous saying here that goes “honor the Buddha, but respect the Gnats.” 

 Images of the Gnats are housed in a shrine at the bottom of the mountain then you 

hike up 777 stairs to the top to reach the shrine to Buddha.  Some one got smart and 

excessively fed the troop of monkeys that occupy the mountain.  I have very little love 

for these monkeys.  As in all shrines, you have to enter barefoot.  Although the Burmese 

do their best to keep the stairs clean, there is monkey shit everywhere.   I have been bitten 

by one, and been forced to beet another with a full liter of water as he tried to pull 

something out of my pocket.   

 I should say that the road to and from Mt. Popa is by far one of my favorite drives 

in the country.  I would happily shoot for a weeks just in these 60 or so kilometers.   This 

is dry farmland.  The two crops are sesame seed and palm oil.  It is beautiful.  It looks 

something like a desert oasis. 

 One of my favorite things to do is take a local pick-up down the road then hop off 

where something looks interesting then just follow an ox cart road out into the palms 

Having said that, on the way out I stopped the van to shoot a road side well where ox 

drawn carts with what look like giant oak wine barrels on their carts pull up every few 

minutes.  The water, for a small fee is delivered to someone’s home out in the fields.  It is 

simple and beautiful.  

 We also stopped on the way back to hike through a village I’d been to before 

although I actually didn’t realize it until we were on almost out.  We stopped in at a 

stranger’s house and made friends.  One of the incredible things about Burma is how easy 

this is to do.  These were typical palm farmers, and the students were really interested in 

their life.  They were happy to talk about their life and business.  Erin also got a hair cut 

by a lady who was cutting another family member’s hair.  

21 April 2010, Bagan 

 I couldn’t sleep this morning so got up early and took a walk across the street 

from the hotel.  I had a strong feeling that this may be my last day in Bagan.   
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 I should mention how much I really love this area.  If ever I were going to spend a 

long period of time in Burma, or invest here this would be where I’d go.  I love the 

landscape, the dry farms, the sesame and palm fields, the people, the simplicity, and the 

thousands of ancient temples.  I also like that there is just enough of a tourist presence to 

influence the local cuisine.  You can get a decent pizza.  But it isn’t overwhelming.  

 In any case it was a great walk.  I had the place to myself, tourists would not 

simply walk out into the fields.  There is an immediate realization of the difference 

between those with money and those without.  50 meters into the fields you are away 

from the lucrative tourist industry and back to the world of relative poverty.   

 I photographed a man sealing his toddy pots by burning them in a fire of dried 

palm fronds, followed a little girl home to where her father was moving from tree to tree 

to gather the first collection of palm oil for the day, then found a really different, 

beautiful temple I hadn’t been to before.  It was 3 stories tall, and completely square.  It 

also at one time had a very significant wall around it.  I went in and found a small 

stairway through the wall, up 2 stories to the roof.   As I came out of the doorway to the 

roof I noticed a man’s leg sticking out from behind the door.  It is not at all uncommon 

for people to sleep in the temples.  What surprised me as I came out onto the roof at 6am 

was to find the young man’s girlfriend there with him, sitting on his legs.  I’m sure they 

were very startled.  I thought it was great, something you so rarely see, lovers, together, 

having likely snuck out for the night.  In three years I’ve never seen this moment.   

 I wanted to photograph them, but I decided that they were really probably too 

embarrassed, and I didn’t want to ruin their time.  I quietly looked around and left.  

Another image recorded only in the memory.  I really wanted to take it. 

 We have a full time staff member who is from a village just across the Irrawaddy 

from Bagan, he is lovingly known as Tuna.  I like to go visit his family, modest, gracious 

people with hearts as big as his, even when he isn’t around, as was the case today.  This is 

Burma; you sit and visit friends over tea and peanuts.  You chat with the older people.  

You talk about datura, a plant I have interest in because of its role in the Haitian revolt.  

It’s a weed and grows in New Mexico.  I noticed it here last year growing everywhere.  I 
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decided today was the day to figure it out.  Turns out they sell the ash to China for 

medicine.  It was hot as hell, with temps breaking 40.  We spent most of our time with 

Tuna’s family and in the local monastery to stay out of the sun.  I got some ok 

photographs at the boat tie, where a bunch of people where bathing as we arrived. 

 We also did a late afternoon temple tour and ended up on the roof of one of my 

favorite temples to watch the sunset.  Ironically I have never seen monks in any of the 

many temples before today.  It was beautiful looking down on these for monks walking 

across a dusty parking lot in their deep crimson robes and parasols.  I shot it from where I 

was, above.   

 Also borrowed a Chinese tourists graduated filter and tried it out on the sunset.  

May have to pick one up one of these days. 

 We had dinner and drinks with a good friend of mine I rarely get to see outside of 

work.  He is a local guide.  I really hope I get to see him again. 

 My mom has been undergoing chemotherapy while I’ve been on this trip.  It has 

been hard to be away.  I almost quit before the summer started.  Some good friends are 

taking care of her when she needs it.  I had another good friend of mine, a local wood 

worker, carve me a Buddha from Sandalwood for the Stanhopes.  It came out beautifully, 

white with a large natural brown streak through it, and of course smells wonderful.  

22 April 2010 – Bagan – Yangon – Pathien 

 This was a long, hot, sweaty day of travel and logistics.  We flew from Bagan to 

Yangon, ran a bunch of errands, and ended up on an overnight riverboat from Yangon 

east across the Delta towards Pathien.  It was almost sunset by the time we left the river 

port in Yangon.  Although I did make a few images, I was beat.  For the most part we put 

or plastic chairs on the walkway in front of our cabins and drank a much-needed warm 

beer.   
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23 April 2010  - Pathien 

 The Irrawaddy Delta region is another of Burma’s amazing places.  For decades it 

was the largest rice producing areas of the world.  Imaging the Midwestern United States 

with many more rivers.  I’m always awed to think of the work that must go into the 

region; the human hours spent working, bent over in the sun, heat and water.  Rice is 

transplanted twice in its growing cycle. 

 I’ve driven through the area, but never taken the boat.  From Yangon to Pathien in 

a bus takes about 6 hours.  It took about 23 in a boat.   Imagine a 2-story riverboat.  The 

lower deck is covered with passengers who’ve staked out the space they need for 

themselves or their family.  It is wall-to-wall people, and where there are not people there 

is cargo.  The same goes for half of the upper deck and the roof.  Then there are the 

cabins on the front end of the second story.  As much as I feel the ability of money, I am 

glad we didn’t travel on the deck.  Alone I’d be fine, but with 4 students I’d have had a 

mutiny.   

 In any case, I was feeling rested today, and at a mid morning stop I couldn’t resist 

photographing for a couple of hours.  Within minutes of tying up, all of the passengers 

who where getting out here were gone.  The boat’s forward hold was opened, and all the 

men who had been loitering around the pier climbed down the stairs into the darkness.  It 

took them almost three hours to unload the cargo hold, one bag at a time, on their 

shoulders.  It reminded me of Salgado’s pit mine series in the Congo I think.  Men carried 

incredible weights on their shoulders, up steep stairs, helping one another out, across the 

deck and up another rickety set of stairs onto the pier.   

 I watched for a while, amazed at what they were capable of carrying.  One of the 

men noticed my interest and invited me down into the hold.  It was on!  I photographed 

for probably an hour and a half strait, in and out of the dark hold to the deck and dock.  

The images were there, but really hard to catch.  The space was tight, I really was 

conscious of staying out of their way, and the light difference between the inner hold and 

the deck above was literally night and day.  Having said that, I’m sure I’ll find something 

in the edit I’m happy with. 
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 We eventually arrived to Pathien, checked into our hotel, visited the main shrine, 

had dinner and found an Internet cafe 

24 April 2010 – Pathien 

 This little city turned out to be a really pleasant surprise.  I’d never stopped here 

for longer then the time it took to change busses or stop for lunch.  The guidebooks 

always said it was the small, easy going, commercial hub of the Delta.  With a month to 

plan for I figured it was finally worth at least a few hours to look around. 

 I’d go back for sure.  Once you get away from the hustle of the central market 

area, the city is really laid back.  The traditional wood quickly replaces cement buildings, 

and the city is generally much greener than others.  We hired 3 trishaws and did a little 

city tour.  Our bus to the cast didn’t leave till 2 so we got up early and did some 

exploring. 

 Pathien is also known for its parasols.  There are many factories here that produce 

the traditional Bagan and Mandalay style Burmese parasols.  We found one and spent a 

couple hours making photographs and shopping.  Eye candy.   

 The final leg of out journey to the beach began around 3.  We hopped on a local 

bus bound for Chaungtha.  The local busses are an adventure in themselves.  They are 

jacked way off the ground, short, no AC, burly little busses.  You pay for the seat, which 

generally does not include any of the floor space around it as the space is packed with 

burlap bags of cargo.  We crammed in, knees to chest.  I was sure the kids wouldn’t be 

able to take 3 hours of this so I asked the bus driver if we could ride on the roof.   He 

agreed that the males in our group could, but not the females.  There were three Buddha 

images in the front of the bus over the drivers seat, as is normally the case.  Generally, 

nobody is allowed in any circumstance to be seated higher than the Buddha.  In the case 

of busses, where roof space equals added income, the rules are interpreted a bit, except in 

the case of women. 

 So we sat up there in the sun.  The road was largely under construction and we 

were covered in dirt by the time we arrived.  We were able to stretch our legs and be 
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cooled a bit by the breeze.  Taylor and Jordan would have complained the whole way.  

The girls on this trip are much better travelers. 

25 April 2010 – Chaungtha, Beach Day 

Much needed beach side relaxation day. 

26 April 2010 – Chaungtha, Polka Island and White Sand Islands 

 We chartered a fishing boat today to do a tour of the islands and harder to access 

beaches.  I brought my camera and the minute I was about to start shooting I realized I 

had left my memory cards in the hotel room.  I’d been downloading the night before and 

had forgotten to put the cards back in my camera bag. 

 Although there are no images from the day, a new friend and interesting story 

came of it.   

 The boat we hired came with a captain and his assistant. The captain offered to 

cook us dinner at his home on Polka Island.  While he was cooking the octopus and snail 

they had caught earlier that day, his assistant took us on a tour of Polka.  He is a great 

guy.  He is 31 and the type of person who genuinely wants to show you around his home.  

Regardless of the fact that you speak no Burmese, he tries and tries to get you to 

understand.   

 We noticed a suspicious looking scar on the back of his shoulder and asked him 

about it outside the captain’s house.  He said at 18 he wanted to join the Army.  He is 

ethnically Burmese.  At the time, you could sign up for a five-year contract for 450 Kyats 

per month plus dry rations.  The street rate for the Kyat is now around 1000Kyats/USD.  

At the time however, that much money could get you 2 longyis, 2 shirts and a uniform.  

 On patrol in southeastern Myanmar, his battalion came into battle with a group of 

Mon and Karen rebels.  He was shot in the shoulder.  During his time in the army, the 

rules also changed, and you were no longer allowed to retire before your sixtieth 

birthday.  The assistant decided to flee the army as was caught.  Shortly thereafter he was 
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put in jail to serve out the remainder of his original five-year term.  His release from 

prison was part of an amnesty program offered by the Junta.   

 Today, starting salary for infantry is 20,000Kyats per month plus dry rations.  A 

longyi will cost you about 4000 Kyats. 

27 April 2010 - Chaungtha 

 There is a part of me that loves to wander down the road I haven’t seen yet.  It is a 

great thing to do in Burma.  Something incredible always turns up.  This morning we 

hired a truck to take us as far north as you could go.  Nine kilometers on a dirt road was 

it.  This was as far as we got before we hit the river.  From the river north is Black Zone.  

 Within a couple of minutes of leaving Chaungtha, there is very little other than 

rural coastal living, beautiful desolate beaches, small fishing “villages”, and palm farms.  

It is hard to imagine so much pristine coastline still exists anywhere.  So much of the 

Burmese coast is off limits.   

 It is interesting cultural traits are so well defined in some ways here in Burma.  If 

you go to the beach between 6 and 9 am it will be packed.  It is then nearly desolate, save 

for foreigners and the occasional newly arrived until around 5pm when the sunset hours 

really draw everyone out from their long lunches, visiting time and naps.   

 Late afternoon is when the Burmese really go to the beach.  I’d read that 

Chaungtha as opposed to Ngwe Saung or Negapoli Beaches was where Burmese tourists 

come to see the ocean, which is why I’d chosen to come here.  The other two tend to be 

far too expensive for locals. 

 Everyday as the sun began to get low, the Burmese take to the water fully dressed.  

Bathing suits are too revealing, but tolerated on foreigners.  Soccer games break out on 

the beach, and teens check each other out. Vendors walk the beach with baskets on their 

heads filled with all kinds of freshly grilled seafood.  You can ride a horse painted to look 

like a zebra or buy a kite.  Every 40 feet or so there is a photographer there waiting to 

take your picture for a small fee.  It is a daily carnival at the beach that comes to an end 
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shortly after sunset, when everyone disappears for the evening shower followed by 

dinner. 

I had to get out and shoot this after just taking it in the first couple of days.   I made time 

for myself, about an hour, and just walked the beach with my camera.   

28 April 2010 - Travel to Yangon 

Travel day, return to Yangon. 

4 May 2010 - Udon Thani, Thailand 

 I couldn’t resist including the following email from Sai Meung in my field notes.  

It is a press release from the Ministry of Home Affairs.  I was shocked when I read it, 

particularly the part about the home stay.  I wonder how the government will realistically 

manage this? 

I have not edited or corrected it in any way. 

Mingalarbar everyone! 

 

                   Hope you are well and happy wherever you are! I just would like to share 

with you about the Burma Visa on Arrival which is effective on May 1st. 

 

Sai Meung 

Burma 

 

Great Breaking News in Tourism to Myanmar since 1.5.2010, as per Special Policy 

Meeting on 30th April 2010 

at the Ministry of Home Affaires in Nay Pyi Taw on: 

 

" Changing Policy on Visa on Arrival System to Myanmar, from 1st May 2010 Decided " 

 

The new Visa on Arrival will make Tourism and travel to Myanmar easier and last 

minute bookings, arrival and travel to Myanmar is now possible. 
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What you need at the Yangon Airport Immigration for Tourism Visa 

 

- 30 $ US for a 28 days Tourism Visa ( non extendable ) 

 

- 40 $ US for a 28 days Social Visa ( extendable, with Home Stay )  

 

- 18 $ US for 24 hours transit Visa 

 

- Free of charge Visa for Children under 7 years with own or in parents passport 

 

You must bring to Yangon International Airport on arrival: 

- A Valid Return Ticket 

- Stay at a Hotel, Motel, Guesthouse under Hotel License 

- 2 Passport Picture size 4 cm x 6 cm ( not older than 6 months ) 

- Sign all Immigration Laws 

 

You must show at Yangon International Airport on Arrival: 

- for FIT 300 $ US per person in cash ( to use during your trip ) just show not change. 

- for Families 600 $ US in cash ( to use during your trip ) just show not change. 

These 300 $ US or 600 $ US can be shown also in any other major currency instead, in 

equal amount. 

 

You will not be the first, first Tourists came already in to Myanmar on this New Visa on 

Arrival since 

Saturday 1st May 2010.  

 

With great happiness for Myanmar Peoples Tourism, yours 

 

Oliver Esser Soe Thet 

President Myanmar Chefs Association 
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Chairman World Chefs Without Borders - WACS 

Yangon 1.5.2010 - Union of Myanmar 

25 May 2010 Chaing Mai, Thailand 

 Mike Paller Deputy Director of Human Rights Education Institute of Burma 

arranged for me to meet with the Free Burma Rangers.  Mike was bringing a group of 

Burmese refuges from Mae Sot to meet with the Rangers and thought it would be a good 

time to introduce me. 

 I listened as Nicholas Hurlburt, the Rangers Information Manager, presented the 

Ranger’s work to these students.  I took a few notes, about the organization.  I was 

interested to hear that the governments of the Czech Republic and Denmark directly 

support their work.  I was also amazed that the Rangers have upwards of fifty teams 

operating all around Burma.  Interestingly the promotional material they produce is only 

in English.  Many of these young students wanted to help spread the word inside Burma, 

but stressed the need to translate the videos.  

 I met with Nick after the presentation.  I explained to him the nature and goal of 

the project.  I also made it very clear to him that I was interested in the stories of the local 

volunteers who go on 3-month aid and information gathering missions.  If there was a 

possibility to accompany them on at least part of a mission, or for a training, I am 

interested.   

 His response was fairly optimistic.  I need to put my request in writing and get it 

off to them in an email. 

19 July 2010 Bangkok 

 I had an unexpected free day today so I thought it would be a good idea to email 

Nick at Free Burma Rangers and Mike Paller to touch bases and be sure plans were in the 

making. 
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3 October 2010, Udon Thani 

 The 30th of September was officially my last day working with in Thailand.  As 

much as I will miss many people who have become something of a second family, it felt 

really good!  I need my time and life back.  It is really hard to imagine more than three 

years have gone bye since I started working here. 

 In any case, today marked a return to the master’s project.   

 There are a couple of updates: 

 1. The Wa Camp Pan Tsun had mentioned is going to be too problematic to get 

into.  This is fine, we are going to head to Sai Meung’s suggested Shan Camp inside 

Thailand, where we will spend almost two weeks and then head to Mae La with Chris. 

 2. I just finished up a second month-long trip to Burma on Sept 30.  I had a really 

hard time getting my visa for this trip.  The Console in Bangkok wanted to meet with me 

personally before issuing my visa.  It was not necessarily a pleasant meeting.  He very 

pointedly asked me the same few questions at least 4-5 times.  One of which was whether 

or not I work as anything other than a teacher.  He knows that I understand Burma having 

been there so often, another question he kept repeating. Perhaps immigration finally got a 

hold of google.  If so I could really be pushing my luck.  Or he was not pleased with the 

fact that I had been denied a visa once already this summer.  Either way, something is up. 

 I really do not want to end up on the “Black List”.  It is not joke, black list is the 

name of the software they run your passport through.  If you get on it, you never get back 

in.  There has been a very cautious bubble of optimism building in Myanmar lately 

surrounding the outcome of the elections.  It may be nothing more than a really nice 

thought, shared by many in the tourism industry, but many people feel that Burma will be 

a much more open country after the elections are over.  The argument is something like 

this; if the elections are seen as participatory by many of the opposition groups, there will 

be no need to maintain black zones.   

 I’ll be the first to admit that this seems far too optimistic.  Regardless of the 

outcome of the elections, the government has been busy doing its best to promote this 



	   	  
	  

	   66	  

process as inclusive.  In the process, power-sharing deals have begun to be placed on the 

negotiating table.  It is working in some areas. 

 This is the long-winded way of saying that I really do not want this project to get 

me forever shut out of this country.  As a student of journalism I’m not sure where that 

statement places me ethically.  I’m almost embarrassed to say it.  Many, many thoughts 

going on which really need to be looked at individually.  I’d love to have this 

conversation with all of you.  In any case, I feel like I have put a ton of time and energy 

into this country for better or worse, and cutting it off altogether seems reckless.  This of 

course flies in the face of my belief that the Burmese fallout also needs to be presented.  

Not sure what to do.   

 In any case, I would really like to discuss the possibility, and ethical ramifications 

of publishing this under another name. 

 That’s that. 

 As far as actual work goes, today was an epic editing session.  I have nearly 

eighty daily folders of images from Burma.  The goal of the day was to edit through these 

to build the collection of images that will represent the “home” set, to be used in photo-

elicitation interviews.   

 It was an interesting process, which all said and done took most of the day.  Many 

factors were under consideration for this group.  The basic concept was to create a set of 

images that could draw upon the past experiences of Burmese now living as refugees.  

The hope is that the sentimental attachment to a home lost will enrich the telling of their 

own stories. 

 Was this a successful undertaking?  It is a good question.  I’m really looking 

forward to seeing how people respond.  A few points of interest came to mind 

immediately as I was building this work, many of which may result in variable outcomes. 

 For example, I realized that although subjects will recognize many of the larger 

pilgrimage sites in Myanmar such as Schwedagon Pagoda, Bagan or the Golden Rock, 

many Burmese do not have the financial ability to visit these places personally. 
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 There is also the issue that most of what you are allowed to see in Burma is, with 

the exception of portions of Shan State and a couple other states, largely dominated 

ethnically by the Bamar.  The photos will reveal this I am sure.  My concern is that the 

Shan and Karen refugee groups will dismiss them before really considering the images.  

My hope is that the simplicity of life shared by most Burmese, regardless of ethnicity, is 

portrayed enough for subjects to form some type of emotional bond to them. 

4-5 October 2010 

 At 8 pm the three of us caught the overnight bus to Chaing Mai.  We arrived 

around 6 am and parted was.  Chris, ethnically Karen does not speak Shan at all so he 

will not be coming with us to Peng Long camp.  Rather he heads home to Mae La, where 

his family lives to begin the process of setting up my stay there. 

 Sai Meung and I met up with a couple of his cousins in the city for breakfast 

before changing to the van that would take us to Peng Long.  Sai Meung, has a couple of 

aunts and a few cousins living in Chaing Mai and just outside Peng Long camp.  This 

personal connection to the area is proving to be priceless.  Family members have helped 

us arrange the use of a motorbike, and a family home just meters from the Burmese 

border and minutes from the camp. 

 We made a soft introduction to Peng Long camp when we arrived around 4 pm 

this afternoon.  We met with the head of the village, who Sai Meung also knew from a 

prior visit, and the head of the school.  This is how you properly introduce yourselves in 

most SE Asian countries.  We then left our bags outside of the head of village’s home and 

just wandered around, slowly making introductions.  Refugees are often very sensitive to 

people asking questions, and those at Peng Long even more so as the camp is not 

officially recognized by the Thai government.  Again personal connections proved to be 

worth their weight in gold as both of the two families we introduced ourselves to had 

either been to Sai Meung’s village or known some one from it. 

 Slowly but surely we work our way in. 

6 October 2010 



	   	  
	  

	   68	  

 We began the day getting our living situation straightened out.  Sai Meung’s 

family agreed to rent us their home just around the corner from the camp.  It hadn’t been 

lived in for a while and needed some cleaning before we really could settle in.  

 We also took a drive up to Watt Fa Weing Inn, a Buddhist temple situated literally 

on the Thai-Burmese border.  This is the temple that owns the land the current refugee 

camp sits on. It also temporarily housed the 600+ displaced for nearly a year. It is a wild 

place. It’s sister temple is on the next hilltop over.  There are probably 100 meters 

between them.  It was taken over by the Burmese soldiers after the conflict was over and 

converted into a military post.  The solders were out farming and clearing land on the 

hillside below.  

 After lunch we headed up to the camp to continue making our introductions.  All 

in all it ended up being a great start.  We met Nang Swe and interviewed her for a couple 

of hours.  See interview notes. 

 We also made arrangements to interview the head of the village tomorrow 

morning and a man named Si On at 2 pm.  He chose to use a nickname when he realized 

images would be pared with his interview.  Evidently he is who the villagers feel is best 

able to recall the events leading up to the initial fleeing of the nearby villages. 

 Having technical issues with my M-Audio, need to figure out if I can record voice 

only on the 5D.   

 Going to dump and tag photos and go to bed. 

7 October 2010 

 This morning we spent a couple of hours trying to fix the well pump.  Eventually 

we gave up and asked around for the local handy man, whom had it fixed by noon. 

 I had two big interviews today with Sai Leung, the head of the camp who had a 

long career with SSA, and Sai Kay, who everyone said would best remember the details 

of May 20, 2002.  Both interviews went really well, and beyond getting a great 
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perspective on the history of the current situation, were a great way to make the proper 

introductions into the community.  

 After the interview with Sai Kay, he took us outside and pointed to the top of a 

hill just outside the camp.  That is Burma he said, which was no surprise.  Then he 

pointed to a set of small red roofs on the top of the mountain.  That is a SSA South Camp.  

That was shocking.  You could probably walk up there in less than an hour. 

 Sai Meung’s family invited us over to dinner.  I’m thrilled that he is able to spend 

this time with them! 

8 October 2010 

 Woke up to more well problems.  After realizing it was a dirty connection in the 

electric we seem to have the situation under control.   

 Today was a Sabbath day, Black Moon Day,  (Lun Lub) on the Buddhist lunar 

calendar.  As many of the refugees are older, we were expecting a very traditional affair, 

which turned out to be the case.  We arrived at Peng Long just before 9am and already 

there were many people in the temple.  Even for Sai Meung, who grew up in the Shan 

State, this was something special.  All of the older people came out in traditional Shan 

clothing.   

 I photographed a period of donation giving to the temple and the following prayer 

service.  This situation presented a couple of challenges.  The first is the light difference 

between the inside and outside of the temple.  The second set of challenges arises in 

temple etiquette.  Your head is not supposed to be higher than that of the monk who was 

sitting on a raised platform only inches higher than the floor everyone else was on.  Your 

feet are also not supposed to be pointed at the monk or Buddha image.  I also felt very 

self-conscious about so much moving around and photographing in the middle of the 

service.  Having said that, I found a spot I liked and a few subjects that worked.  I’m 

fairly happy all things considered. 

 We broke for lunch, and I needed a nap.  I was not sure what was going on but I 

felt very light headed.  We went back up to the camp around 2:30 and interviewed a 
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woman we met on the first day, Ning Yang.  Her husband was a farmer who got into 

heroin and opium use, when he died she moved up to the border area and within a year 

was living in a refugee camp.  If not for the heroine, they would probably still be happily 

living as farmers.  (See interview video) 

 The battery in my M-Audio is not holding much of a charge and Ning does not 

have power in her house so I recorded the interview with the video on the 5D Mark II.  It 

worked great, however I had to record on a smaller resolution to have enough card space. 

 Video, video,…  I’ve been thinking a lot about it lately.  I think I may like it more 

than still photography, but I’m not completely sure.  Instinctively I enjoy it more, but I 

really have no experience with it.  How to make a good video?  I tested it out a bit in 

Africa and really enjoyed the results.  In some ways I’m sure it is a lot like still.  Would 

love to take a seminar.  Had I known more about it before I started this project I’d likely 

have done a video documentary.  I’m just sure it would come out like crap with the 

experience I have now. 

 In any case, finished the day with a second run up to the temple where a very well 

known monk was coming in for am evening Dharma talk.   

 Sai Meung’s family invited us back for dinner again.  I’m really glad he is getting 

this chance to bond with them. 

9 October 2010 

 Happy Birthday Mom!   

 Today started out as one of those days that all of your plans fall apart.  Nothing 

was accomplished by 11:30.  We were wandering through the camp trying to recoup the 

day when we heard some guitar playing and singing coming from a near bye house.  It 

was the day after Sabbath so many men take the day off.  There was a small party going 

on, by which I mean about 10 men sitting on a porch, singing, playing guitar, talking, 

eating and drinking Lao Cao.  It was a needed break.   
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 A few shots of Lao Cao and the new friends put me on a pensive bender about me 

as a journalist.  The end result was that I think I am not at all cut out to be a neutral 

observer.  It is just not for me.  Time and time again, situations like this arise, and I am 

always much more content, and feel much more successful, having put the camera down 

for awhile, had a few drinks, made a few new friends, played some football, and start to 

get accepted on a personal level.  Feels more like my definition of successful story 

telling.  Maybe not journalism, I don’t know.  Either way I wonder if this was ever really 

for me. 

 After lunch I went back to visit Nang Swe and her husband to conduct the photo 

elicitation interviews.  As I suspected they hadn’t been to most of the places in the 

images.  Initially I was concerned that this would be a fruitless effort. However, certain 

images did evoke emotional responses.  Furthermore, conversations about certain images 

led to further understanding of their backgrounds, and evoked conversations I had not 

expected.  Considering their very humble backgrounds, I was happy with the results. 

 Following this I went to revisit Nang Ying to try the photo elicitation on her.  Her 

background is even more humble than Nang Swe and her husband, never having really 

left the two towns she has lived in during her life.  To an even lesser extent with Nang 

Ying did these interviews pull out any kind of association beyond the physical realm of 

her life, however again the personal context began to seep out. 

10 October 2010 

 The many farms in the hills surrounding Peng Long grow lychee, mango, 

garlic,… Shan migrant workers and refugees fill a role very similar to Mexican 

agricultural workers in the United States.  Every morning motorcycles bearing men with 

knives, hoes, and rubber boots depart the camp between 6:30 and eight o’clock.  For 

those farms requiring more than a couple of laborers, trucks arrive at the camp to hire day 

laborers.  The 100-150 Baht the farmers earn supplements the food provided to them by 

the NGO’s; rice, cooking oil, and seasoning.  Charcoal is also provided. 

In any case, we made plans to follow one of the guys we drank with yesterday out to the 

farm he was working at.  The truck was supposed to pick him up between 7 – 7:30.  We 
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left around 8 and within minutes we had lost the truck, much faster than our little 125 cc 

motorcycle with 350lbs of human on it.  There were people working in the fields 

everywhere in the hills along the road.  We found a small dirt road leading out to one and 

within minutes had met a group of migrant workers spreading lime over a garlic field.  I 

photographed for about 30 minutes before heading to a second field where the women 

were already planting.  So we lost our original men, but ended up in the same situation. 

 At 10 am I interviewed Leung Seng Meung.  Seng had a 33-year career as a 

soldier in the SSA form 1963 until he retired in 1996.  I had been worried about what the 

point of the interview was.  We had been told he knew a lot about the history of the SSA-

N.  I wanted to make this man’s acquaintance, but did not want to hear old war stories.  

As I was stressing about it on the ride back to his house I realized that he had retired the 

same year Khun Sa surrendered to the Burmese Army.  There was the purpose.  Khun Sa 

is seen as both a great hero and failure to the Shan.  None of what happened here in 2002 

may ever have come to pass had he not surrendered.  Many people even believe that at 

the time the SSA was only a couple of years away from complete victory and an 

independent Shan State.   

 I needed some of Seng’s direct insight into the early years of SSA, Khun Sa, and 

the great let down.  It was a great way to draw out the heart of the Shan through a man 

that had lived as a soldier for over 30 years. 

 *** Seng asked not to be photographed.  Although officially retired he alluded to 

the fact that he still works with SSA-N.*** 

We had lunch and after resurrecting the washing machine did some much needed 

laundry. 

 After lunch we sought out a monk named Gai Song.  We had been told he could 

be stubborn to speak.  Whatever it meant, SAI MEUNG was afraid he would not talk to 

us.  Gai was very influential in the creation of the camp, which is built on land owned by 

Wat Fa Weing Inn.  I wanted to hear what that process was like, as the Thai government 

does not officially recognize the camp, and to see if there was some personal reason for 

his interest. 
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 *** Gai Song also asked not to be photographed as he still has many family 

members living on the other side, whom he would like to continue visiting*** 

 We finished up the day with a trip back up to the camp to schedule second 

interviews with Sai Leng and Sai Sai Kay. 

11 October 2010 

 This morning I conducted a second set of interviews with Sai On.  There were a 

couple of additional questions I wanted to ask him about with respect to his first 

interview, which were quickly cleared up.   

 The real purpose of the interview session though was to conduct the photo-

elicitation interview.  I explained to him that the idea of the exercise was simply to look 

through the photos and if any one of them reminded him of something or caused him to 

think about anything in specific to please say it.  This was probably the most successful 

elicitation interview yet.  SEE Transcripts.  I was really impressed by the power of the 

images to pull out more of his history and sentiments, and by his ability to analyze the 

images as a group.  The exercise really got me excited about the possibilities for photo-

elicitation.  Based on the first two attempts I was feeling a little bit like the limitations of 

the subject group would make the exercise fruitless. 

 I scheduled a second interview with Sai Leung today.  There were a few things I 

also needed to clarify with him from his first interview.  Sai had also mentioned that there 

was some kind of back-story to the battle that took place on May 20, 2002.  When he was 

finished speaking I had in front of me an incredible web of alliances and agreements 

surrounding the events of that day.  I had to ask if this story could be verified in the 

media.  No it could not. It was never leaked.  I then asked him why anyone would believe 

him?  It turns out he is very close friends with Yeot Sik, the current chairman of the SSA-

S.  He would have been directly involved with the negotiations of that day, and although 

this information was not directly shared between he and Sai Mong, the two still work 

together along with many other MTA members living in Peng Long.  This information 

came to him through a very high level grapevine.   
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 I think he wanted to tell me so that I would realize a much bigger picture.  I’m 

sure one could verify this information with incredible contacts and integrity, but again I 

don’t think that was the point.  I also think that it was an introduction into that level of the 

SSA-S.  Sai Mong offered an introduction to Yeot Sik. 

 Last but not least I began the first half of an interview with an 18 year old guy we 

had met a couple of days earlier.  I want the voice of some one who has spent his teens in 

the camp.  It is going well, yet another surprising story hope to finish up Wednesday 

afternoon. 

 With only a couple of days left with the Shan community I am feeling that this is 

a much better written story than visual.  The next two days are dedicated entirely to 

shooting with the hope that it will get visually richer.  The days blow by during 

interviews.   

I’m also concerned about the fact that so many of the main subjects have declined to have 

their images taken for the well being of family still on the other side. 

12 October 2010 

 Photographing in the farms this morning.  Interview with older man in his house, 

photographing for the afternoon. 

13 October 2010 

 We returned to the Camp early this morning to photograph the men leaving for 

the farms.  Not much action.  A few people left on motorbikes and finally one truck did 

pull up and hire about 12 men.  It was good to be around just to photograph the morning 

routine of the camp. 

 After lunch we returned to the camp to finish the interview with Pan Ya Boon Sri, 

the young man from a couple of days before. 

 Today was the end of the time spent in Peng Long.  We cleaned up the house and 

caught a 3:00 bus back to Chiang Mai.   
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14 October 2010 

 Happy Birthday to me, I took the day off. 

15 October 2010 

 Today was a long travel day.  I caught an 8 am bus to Mae Sariang.   From there I 

caught a Song Tao, a covered pick-up with two bench seats in the back, to Mae Tan 

where Chris, my Karen fiend with great English skills met me.  Chris is originally from 

Burma, but has spent most of his life living in this area of Thailand with various family 

members. I got in around 5, had a great dinner with Chris’s family followed by whisky on 

the second floor balcony of the house with two of Chris’s cousins. I was beat and passed 

out around 10pm. 

Saturday, 16 October 2010 

 We drove about 25 minutes up to Mae Usu where much of Chris’s family live.  

Everyone here is Karen it seems, and many are related to Chris one way or another. Mae 

Usu is situated in a small valley surrounded by hills and steep karsts.  After introductions 

to his family, Chris said that many of the scouting he had done for interview subjects was 

in the next valley over, called Oo Thu Ta.  To get to this place you walk about a 

kilometer out from Chris’s house, following the valley through the village.  You are 

walking strait west down a gently winding road lined with trees, and nearly mature rice 

fields on either side.  You are heading towards what looks like a wall of limestone karsts.  

As you come around a bend you realize that there are actually 2 peaks with a saddle in 

the middle.  You leave the road, turning left out into the rice fields.  You are now on a 

very slippery mud path, cross a bamboo bridge, now up against the base of the karsts on 

the left.  Climb up through the saddle.  Not far, slippery limestone, steep, passing people 

carrying farm tools and bushels of herbs on their heads.  You get to the top and make 

your way through the pass, then gently drop down into open forest.  Lush green, you get 

your first glimpse of a stunningly beautiful Oo Thu Ta valley.  Leaving the trees you 

realize it is that and more.  Acres of corn have been planted in this hidden place walled in 

by karsts.  You walk down a road cut through the mature corn.  Walls of stone, wood and 

bamboo huts thatched with teak leaves.  Karen Farmers.  Mist rises off the Oo Thu Ta 
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valley floor, mountains peak through the clouds.  At the far end there is a parting in the 

wall, a river passes through, and on the other side, just meters away is Burma.  There is a 

village over there, hidden from view, except the school, tucked behind the other side of 

the Karsts.    

 It is an incredible place. 

 We had lunch at the hut of Chris’s aunt.  Everyone decided that I should kill the 

chicken, so I slit its neck while Chris held it.  I hate doing it, but I also believe in the 

argument that we should be responsible for the food we eat. 

 We shared some Karen whisky over lunch with Chris’s family and the men and 

women who help them work their land.   We began chatting with a man who I call Fidel 

Castro.  He eventually told us he was afraid to use his real name or nickname as they are 

both well known on both sides of the border.  He had an unlit, half smoked cigar hanging 

out of his mouth the whole time we talked.  Fidel is a former KNU soldier.  See interview 

notes. 

 We returned to Chris’s aunt’s house hot and really dehydrated, had a shower in 

the stream and dinner.  It was a religious day for Buddhists so after dinner we walked up 

to the temple and lit candles for the Buddha.  Later that evening we learned that Chris’s  

great grandmother had died earlier that evening.  

Sunday, 17 October 2010.   

 I had been waiting eagerly for today.  We hiked back out to Oo Thu Ta. Chris had 

mentioned to me that he had met a former DKBA soldier who had just arrived to the 

valley.  He was very scared, but willing to talk.    

 It is amazing how these stories never cease to surprise me.  Eah Poe’s was a really 

big one.  He was everything I was not expecting!  He is young, 22 but looks much 

younger.  He has an incredibly kind face and demeanor.  His story was incredible, as it 

speaks directly to what many say is the fall of the DKBA.  He was forced into service 

under a 1 house – 1 soldier policy.  In nearly 2 years in the jungle searching for KNU 

forces, he never came into conflict, on the contrary KNU and DKBA soldiers would radio 
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one another with their positions so they would not have to fight. He was also married in 

this time, would see his wife for 1 or 2 days off between 3-4 month tours in the jungle, 

ate well during this time because of all of the good hunting, and when his commander 

decided to join the ceasefire, border patrol agreement offered by the SPDC, he deserted 

and fled to Thailand. 

 It was a great interview.   

 We had lunch at the hut of Chris’s aunt again then went down to the river to 

watch a young boy climb to ungodly heights in a tree to cut down some fruit.  It was 

really hot and sitting in the shade was a great place to let the whiskey wear off. .  I 

photographed the corn harvest for a while, chatted with the workers and around 3 headed 

off to another interview.  No Da and her mother in law Mu Poe told me the story of how 

they were forced to leave Myanmar due to the excessive taxes placed on their family’s 

farm.  Yet another great interview! 

 We returned that night for dinner with many of Chris’s cousins and their families 

who had come for the great grandmother’s funeral.  It was a great night for many reasons.  

We drank rice whiskey on the porch before dinner with a few of the cousins.  There is 

something so special about this time spent with the people who you are working with.  

We’ve decided to put together a Karen cookbook, with proceeds going to help those 

families who are essentially migrant workers in the Oo Thu Ta valley. 

 We’ll see what happens. 

Monday 18 October 2010 

 Not much to report today.  Chris needed to spend the first half of the day 

attending to remaining funeral obligations.  While he was doing this I spend a couple of 

hours catching up on field notes, getting organized and charging batteries.  We arrived at 

Mae La around 5.  Got to know two men; Saw Noah, the head of the Karen Youth 

Organization, and two men who where instrumental in my coming to Mae La.   

 I am not sure how successful this time will be.  I am keeping an open mind to the 

possibilities, but this place has a very different feel then Peng Loung.  Every one here 
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watches what you do.  Press are not welcome, and there are constant rumors of Burmese 

intelligence living in the camp.  If it doesn’t come together here I will make other 

arrangements.  I had to come though, all these years with Mae La looming over 

northwestern Thailand. 

 This place is massive.  It is a city unto itself, with divisions, neighborhoods, 

schools, a hospital, restaurants, internet cafes, and a guesthouse.  Imagine a city of 

bamboo huts housing 60,000 people.  It always looked big from the outside, but I had not 

imagined anything this big.. 

 Ended up being invited to the home of a young man who keeps an eye on the 

guesthouse.  He has a DVD we were interested in watching about the funeral of DKBA 

unit 333 commander who had agreed to the ceasefire agreement and become Border 

Patrol.   He had been killed by the KNU.  I found it amazing that a very high-ranking 

officer had been killed in an army that was only a couple of months old. 

Tuesday 19 October 2010. 

 It was a meet-and-greet kind of day.  Again, it is the importance of saying hello 

without the camera and pen before diving in.  Chris took me to meet with his uncle who 

has agreed to let us use the boarding house he runs for students as a safe place to do 

interviews.   

 This project would not be well received by the Thai police,  nor would anyone 

helping me with it.  The Karen who are completely in the know love the idea, so I’m 

keeping my fingers crossed. 

 Chris’s uncle then told us we should go to meet with Pastor Luther.  This also 

went very well as he was warm to the idea and also offered to help us find interview 

subjects.  He also went as far as to suggest he could arrange for a visit to the KNU or 

arrange to have a general meet us here. 

 A lot of eating, small talk, bigger talk, and socializing today.  Lets hope it all pays 

off! 
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 Spent a couple of hours tonight transcribing interview notes, which was great 

because the process pointed to holes in the stories that needed to be filled.  

Wednesday 20 October 2010 – Mae La  

 3 interviews today met with the leaders of the KYO, one at his office, one at the 

hospital. 

Thursday 21 October 2010 – Mae La 

 It’s late and I am tired, pouring rain on a tin roof and a raised sheet of plywood 

for a bed are wearing me out. 

 What did I do today?  Started the day with what I think will be our final interview 

subject here in Mae La.  I spoke with a man who had spend 30 years hiding with his 

entire village in the jungle after their village was burned down.  

 Time is getting short for all that needs to be done.  In the afternoon it was back to 

photo-elicitation interviews.  It went well! I am getting the feeling that the idea I have in 

mind of a small rural village in SE Asia is big compared to the places in Karen State that 

some of these people come from. Mary Htoo had never seen a truck until today. 

 Turns out the Thai police do know I am here, they just do not want to see me.  

KYO makes arrangements with Thai police.  KYO seems to have a bigger influence then 

I assumed for a youth organization. 

 Tonight was more transcribing.  Music helps. 

Friday 22 October 2010  

 Mae La. 

Saturday 23 October 2010 

Sunday 24 October 2010 

 Mae La, day off, big finally of big celebration. 
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Monday 25 October 2010 – Mae La 

 2nd interview with older man 

Tuesday 26 October 2010 – Mae La 

 Today was Sophia’s birthday, which means it was an unofficial day off.  Sophia is 

the daughter of Chris’s cousin who is housing me.  She was 5 today.   Regardless it 

turned out to be a fairly productive day.   

 I was up at 6 to watch a pig be killed at Chris’s uncle’s house.  He has been very 

nice to me during this time.  He had been planning on killing the pig as part of the 

birthday celebration. He was going to keep half and sell the other half.  So the pig was 

dead and butchered by 8.  The deal was he provided the ribs I brought the beer.  Meet at 

his place in the evening after the birthday celebrations. 

 The man who Killed it was a retired career KNU soldier.  After he got cleaned up 

he took us down to the wedding of the son of a KNU Brigade commander.  This is big!  

Face time with a brigade commander, being at his son’s wedding, and invited to his 

house for a breakfast.  Not much is said, but it is a good first step.  If the project is to 

continue into the future, I will definitely revisit.  There were tons of blind and wounded 

war vets at the wedding. I was able to shoot a bit at the wedding, but not as much as I 

would have liked.  I still have to be careful of looking like any kind of journalist, 

especially with the UN here conducting their head count for the rationing.  What is going 

on here now?   

 Photographed Sophia’s birthday, which was fun.  They are a very Christian 

family, and so had Luther over for an in house prayer service followed by food and cake. 

 More transcribing. 

Wednesday 27 October 2010 - Mae La 

 I just realized I am 5 days behind on field notes!  The days are sliding bye.   
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Began the day with breakfast at Go Tha’s uncle’s house. Go is a friend of mine and 

former coworker.   

 After that we visited a friend of his who runs an orphanage sponsored by the 

KWO, Karen Women’s Organization.  He offered to let me interview one of the students.  

We leave mid day tomorrow, so I’m not sure if we will have the time. 

 We also had a 10:30 interview appointment with a man who was here because of 

Typhoon Nargis.  The interview turned out to be incredible, amazing and terrifying.  It 

didn’t start until 12:30 thought so I continued to transcribe interview notes for a couple of 

hours. 

 I’ve been really tired lately.  It is only 8:20 now and I’m beat.  It was the same 

yesterday. I’m not sure if it is the heat, which has come down the last couple of days, the 

sleeping on the floor, lack of private time and space, the slow pace of life here, the fact 

that the entire Karen nation is up and about by 6am, or a combination of all the above.   

Either way I am looking forward to a bed. 

Thursday 28 October 2010 – Mae La. 

 I went to the house of Saw Ler Lah today to conduct the photo elicitation 

interview.  I was excited considering he had at least been to some of the places in the 

photos. He is Karen, but grew up in the Delta, which is largely populated by Karen.  He 

had been to Patien for University, traveled through the delta, and grew up just outside of 

Yangon. 

 The interview went terribly.  The notes gained no new real insight, knowledge or 

perspective.  He remained quiet most of the time he quickly passed through the images. 

 The good news was this.  Three of his nephews and nieces, all of whom are the 

only surviving members of their immediate families were there, along with his sister, 

who was working as a domestic assistant in Singapore when Nargis hit, who returned to 

the news that both of her children had died. 
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 I was able to interview them all.  It was horribly sad.  Saw’s sister was crying 

most of the time.  The children were great, and were able to answer almost all of my 

questions. 

 I photographed them for about an hour.  Photographing in Mae La, with the Karen 

has been difficult to say the least.  There are a number of reasons, but in this case it is 

cultural.  Rural Karen are very conservative, polite, gracious, and kind people.  Any time 

there is a guest in the house, it is their culture to take care of them.  It is incredibly 

difficult to get them to relax around you.  Even Chris’s family who I have been living 

with now for 5 days still constantly have an eye out for anything I may need.  It is 

wonderful in the sense that they treat you like family, but tough for shooting.  There is 

also the inclination to pose rather than the understanding that I’d really rather shoot them 

going about their day.   

 There is also the sad reality that this is a refugee camp, and as such there is not a 

whole lot to do.  Chris’s cousin and I were outside early this morning watching the mist 

come off of the mountains.  He said to me, “these walls sometimes are not much different 

than those of Insein.  The camp feels like a prison sometimes.” 

 Also returned to Mae Tan today.  I need to head back out to Oo Thu Hta 

tomorrow to try and get a couple more photo elicitation interviews done. 

Friday, 29 October 2010 – Mae Usu, Oo Thu Hta. 

 Today I tracked back out into spectacular Oo Thu Ta valley to finish up photo 

elicitation interviews with Eah Poe and No Da and Mue Poe.  The DKBA interview was 

looking like it was going to be a complete failure until a photo of women carrying 

buckets of dirt on their heads sparked a conversation about the DKBA’s practice of using 

forced labor.  A little insight gained into a tough organization to get access. 

 We cooked lunch in Chris’s aunt’s hut and then followed up with the 2 Ladies. 
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Friday, 21 January 2011 – New Hampshire 

 It is honestly time to get back on track with field notes.  They are generally the 

last things I’ve been interested in doing.  Very behind and need to catch up. 

 I returned back to the USA on the 15th of November.  I spent a few days in New 

Mexico, where I generally was based on US stays, getting over jet lag, sorting out my 

life-in-a-storage-unit, and then driving back to NH just in time for thanksgiving.  I 

managed to stop in Columbia for an evening and catch up with Rita, which was great.  It 

had been far too long. 

 In any case, here is a brief “catch-up” on the progress. 

 December was a bit of a blur.  There was at least 4-5 solid days of transcribing 

photo-elicitation interviews spread out over a few more than that due to boredom.   

 On December 5th I met with an old student of mine who had become very 

involved in the US Campaign for Burma in Boston.  She had made some great contacts in 

Boston through her volunteering.  We spent the afternoon introducing me to a few key 

community figures; a reverend, restraint owner, and a couple others, all key figures in the 

Worcester community. 

 Just before Christmas, at the invitation of the reverend, I drove down to meet my 

first set of potential subjects.  They were willing to participate, and there was a great 

translator and community.  Ultimately though I felt the 1.5 hours each way from home 

was too much of a commute. 

 I did more research and found the International Institute in Lowell, who 

represents a 200 member Burmese community. 

5 January 2011 

 I drove down to present the master’s idea to Mick Hirsch of the International 

Institute.   
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 I created a master “documentary release form” which covers all types of media in 

one form. 

Friday, 14 January 2011 

  I was introduced to the Burmese weekly ESL class.  I introduced myself 

personally and the project.  Mick also introduced me to Pa Reh, a client who he thought 

would be a perfect candidate to be a subject in this project. 

 I officially re-enrolled at Mizzou.  Martha and Ginny have updated POS and re-

enrolment forms. 

19 January 2011 

 I met with Mick at IIE to set up a tentative schedule for the next few weeks.  Ti Ti 

and I went over to Pa Reh’s house to see if he and his family were willing to participate 

in the project.  They are now my new subjects.  All signed release forms. 

 I was supposed to head down to Lowell today also to conduct initial interviews 

with the family.  New England woke up to yet another snowstorm.  By 10 am the 

interview was rescheduled for 1 pm tomorrow. 

21 January 2011 – mid February 2011 

 I visited Pa Reh and his family at least eight times to interview and photograph 

them as they adapted to their new home.  The goal was to use this as the final chapter in 

the visual presentation of the migration out of Burma.   

 I had a great connection with the family, and was able to make some great images 

of their lives.  However, by this point I’ll be honest and say that the scope of the project 

needed to be refined.  It felt like the master’s was too big, and I was beginning to feel like 

I wanted to be done with it. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Theoretical Framework 

 “What a photograph is OF is objective, factual and specific. What a photograph is 

ABOUT is subjective, interpretive and personal.” (Hurn and Jay) 

***** 

 Based on the large body of work examining media framing, it is generally agreed 

that mass media outlets largely shape he public’s perception of events.  Information 

passed on from media to the public can often be studied in points of reference to a 

‘frame’, a specific construction of understanding created by the media outlet itself, 

whether consciously or not.  In his 1980 book, Todd Gitlin defines framing as, “persistent 

patterns of cognition, interpretation and presentation, of selection, emphasis and 

exclusion by which symbol-handlers routinely organize discourse, whether verbal or 

visual.”1	  In a 2001 study Reese presents a similar definition, describing frames as, 

“organizing principles that are socially shared and persistent over time, that work 

symbolically to meaningfully structure the world.”2 

 The ‘practice’ of framing is derived from the general concept of social 

constructivism in which groups of people contribute to a common idea of knowledge and 

shared meaning.  In the realm of media effects social constructivism would be found in 

the relationship between the media outlets whose profession it is to record and 

disseminate events, and the interpretation of those stories on behalf of the general public.   

 Tuchman points out that “mass media actively set the frames of reference that 

readers or viewers use to interpret and discuss public events.”  In light of this, meaning is 

“derived from reading or decoding strategies, as well as from an intertextuality in which 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Gitlin, T. (1980). The Whole world is watching: Mass media in the making and the un-making of the left. 
 Berkeley CA: University of California Press. 
 
2 Reese, S. (2001). Framing public life: A bridging model for media research. In S. Reese, O. Gandy & A. 
 Grant (Eds.) Framing public life (pp. 7-31). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 
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the repetition of symbols, images and ideas create specific connotations.”3  Brooten also 

points out that the nature of studies examining framing or social constructivism is not “to 

claim a single set of symbolic meanings as ‘true,’ but rather to identify patterns of 

representation that uphold or challenge the status quo.”4 

 The ‘gatekeeping process,’ the name applied to this process of generating 

meaning on behalf of mass media, has best been described as the “overall process 

through which the social reality transmitted by the news media is constructed.”  The 

visual gatekeeping process specifically applies the same definition to the construction of 

meaning of images as they pass through the relevant editorial channels.  Schoemaker, 

Eichholz, Kim & Wrigley continue on to describe this as much more than, “ a series of in 

and out decisions.”5  Kimberly Bissell’s (1997) study of a midsize northeastern 

newsroom’s influence on visual representations finds that “while a single gatekeeper’s 

biases in decision-making were certainly evident, each published photograph seemed to 

be the product of (a) chain of gatekeepers.”6 

 Framing and visual gatekeeping begin before an image is ever made.  The 

discourse around the objectivity of image making is the first step in the process of 

examining visual gatekeeping. Works by Gamson and colleagues “suggest that 

photographs possess a power and a point of view based on the agencies or individuals 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Brooten, Lisa, The “Pint-Sized Terrorists” of God’s Army; Child soldiers, media, and global politics, 
 Journal of Children and Media, Vol. 2 No. 3, 2008, pps. 219-34.  
 
4 Ibid, 221. 
 
5 Shoemaker, P.J., Eichholz, M., Kim, E., & Wrigley, B., (2001). Individual and routine forces in 
 gatekeeping, Journalism and & Mass Communication Quarterly, 7, 233-246. 
 
6 Bissell, Kimberly, A return to ‘Mr. Gates: Photography and objectivity, Newspaper Research Journal, 
 vol. 21, No. 3, Summer 2000, 81-93. 
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that construct them.”7  John Tagg asserts that photographic images are rarely neutral and 

suggests it is through the creation of an image that meaning is constructed.8 

  “Photographs cannot take on the meaning of an entire event because they 

represent a slice of life; therefore, each photograph represents only a portion of reality.”9  

The expectation of news photographs is that they are ‘true’ to the event in which they 

were made.  Although larger works of visual coverage do much to add necessary context, 

all to often images are solely selected to represent an event.  In this instance they become 

a very powerful tools in the creation of both understanding and myth building.  “The 

special qualities of visuals – their iconicity, their indexicality, and especially their 

syntactic implicitness-makes them a very effective tools for framing and articulating 

ideological messages.”10  

 As an image passes through the layers of visual gatekeepers, new sets of 

motivating factors and influences work their way into the social construct of the image.  

On an individual level, education, political beliefs, and professional values all affect the 

decision making process.  Weaver and Wilhoit found that education levels had a direct 

influence on ethical decisions.  Those studied with higher levels of education were more 

willing to support controversial reporting practices.11  Bissell’s study also points to the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

 
7 Gameson, William A., Croteau, D., Hoynes, W., and Sasson, T., Media images and the social construction 
 of reality, Annual Review of Sociology, 1992, Vol. 18. Pp. 373-393. 
 
8 Tagg, John, The Burden of Representation: Essays in Photographies and Histories. London:   Macmillan, 
 1988. 
 
9 Bissell, Kimberly, A return to ‘Mr. Gates: Photography and objectivity, Newspaper Research Journal, 
 vol. 21, No. 3, Summer 2000, 81-93. 
 
10 Messaris, P., & Abraham, L. (2001). The convergence of agenda setting and framing.  In S. Reese, O. 
 Gandy & A. Grant (Eds.) Framing public life (pp. 7-31). Mahwah, NJ:  Lawrence Erlbaum 
 Associates. 
	  

11	  Weaver, D.H. and Wilhoit, G.C. The American Journalist in the 1990’s: U.S. News People at the End of 
 an Era. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 1996 
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appeal of graphic images on editors, the chance to “make Newt Gingrich look like a 

lunatic,” and the emotional weight of refugees.12   

 Individual photographers and editors do not however act free of any larger set of 

influences.  Systemically, the larger organizational and operational needs of the mass 

media industry lay a great deal of influence on the decisions made in editing sessions.  

Bissell’s study reflected organization’s need to justify staff photographer’s salaries.13  C. 

Zoe Smith found that photographic decisions of two Milwaukee newspapers were 

effected by the fact they shared the same owner.14  Weaver and Willhoit, (1986) found in 

their 1982-1983 study that size of the newspaper was a major predictor of ethics, with 

those from smaller news organizations being less likely to support controversial reporting 

practices.15 

 “News photographs not only help readers make sense of the stories they read, but 

they also are the first element that catches readers’ attention on a newspaper.”16  It is just 

that, our eye and mind, which interpret the frames of the media.  In the dialog that is 

social constructivism, personal conceptions of audience expectations influence editors.  

In the world of corporate media, there is the desire of the consumer market.  “Although 

the media are required to reflect all sides of a story, retaining values and beliefs of the 

target audience is not only expected, but also indispensable.”17  The role of audience 

expectations comes up many times in academic studies, commonly studied, as in the case 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Bissell, Kimberly, A return to ‘Mr. Gates: Photography and objectivity, Newspaper Research  Journal, 
 vol. 21, No. 3, Summer 2000, 81-93. 
 
13 Ibid. 
 
14 Smith, C. Zoe, More Than Just Distance; A Study of the Photo Department at the Milwaukee 
 Newspapers. Photo Mgr. 
 
15 Weaver, D.H. and Wilhoit, G.C. The American Journalist in the 1990s: U.S. News People and  Their 
 Work, Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 1986. 
 
16 Fahmy, Shahira, U.S. photojournalists’ & photo editors’ attitudes and perceptions: Visual coverage of 
 9/11 & the Afghan War, Visual Communication Quarterly, Vol. 12, Summer/Fall, 146-163. 
 
17 Ibid, 150. 



	   	  
	  

	   89	  

of Fahmy and Roedl, from the perspective of differences in public vs. producer 

expectations of ethics and content.18 
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The Many Frames of Burma 

 “Human rights reporting is not by any stretch of the imagination interest free.  

The inability of the world’s media to see the larger picture of human rights is a tacit 

acknowledgment that not every life is precious and worthy of being safeguarded. 

Representation like speaking is always a political act.  It needs to be analyzed within a 

context in which meanings are linked to real interests, political economic, 

civilizational.”19 

 Introduction 

 “The Burmese opposition must be understood as a dynamic, ever negotiated 

‘movement’ of groups constantly slipping into and out of tensions and alliances.”20  It 

would seem difficult for outside media to frame a country with such a wide range of 

ethnic groups, political figures, motivational influences, cultural values, and religious 

beliefs.  Yet perhaps this great diversity is one of the fundamental reasons that Burma is 

so often portrayed in any one of the following frames.  

  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Thomas, P.N., Safeguarding human rights: Opportunities and challenges for NGOs involved  in the 
 democratization of communication, Media & human rights in Asia (pps. 5-20).  Singapore: Asian 
 Media Information and Communication Centre. 2000. 
 
20 Brooten, Lisa, Human Rights Discourse and the Development of Dmeocracy in a Multi-ethnic State, 
 Asian Journal of Communication, Vol. 14, No. 2, September 2004, 174-191. 
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 Hollywood’s Burma 

 It should come as no surprise that the natural disasters and political history of 

Burma over the past few years have captured the attention of Hollywood.  International 

celebrities such as Jim Carrey, Angelina Jolie, Dustin Hoffman, Robin Williams, Jennifer 

Anniston Sylvester Stallone, Barbara Bush, and others have adopted the country as a 

worthy cause.21  

 Historically however, as Selth points out, Hollywood has “long understood that, 

for a political message to get through to a mass audience, it needs only be simply stated, 

over  and over again.  Indeed complex and subtle messages have less chance of 

achieving the desired result.  Thus the more effective movies are as propaganda, the more 

they risk hiding of distorting the real picture.”22  

 It appears that, artistic and entertainment values aside, Hollywood productions 

generally do little to foster much greater understanding of such a dynamic country.  

Rather, they tend to promote a set of oversimplified frames; orientalism, the feminization 

of eastern democracy vs. the strength of the western model, and exoticism.  The 

dramatization of historical events and oversimplification of a complex society and 

political history have generally served as propaganda for Western needs.  This trend “can 

actually hinder the resolution of Burma’s problems.  For, if taken to heart, let alone seen 

as reflecting reality, they support equally simplistic views, and encourage the advocacy of 

short-term, black and white solutions”23  

 Prolific scholar of Burma, Andrew Selth notes, “Hollywood’s interest in Burma 

began almost with the birth of motion pictures,” referring to the 1913 Maid of Mandalay, 

based on Rudyard Kipling’s 1890 ballad.24  This was followed by Road to Mandalay 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 Selth, Andrew, Burma, Hollywood and the politics of entertainment, Continuum: Journal of Media & 
 Cultural Studies, Vol. 23, No. 3, June 2009, 321-334. 
22 Ibid, 331. 
 
23 Ibid, 323. 
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(1926), Mandalay (1934), The Girl from Mandalay, (1936) and Paramount’s Moon Over 

Burma (1941).  A quick look at the plot lines for these movies, prostitution, murder, arms 

dealing, refugees and heartbreak paint a rather unfortunate portrait of a country.  

Although Moon Over Burma takes a lighter approach, the movie’s tagline reads, “Jungle 

love tease! Bob Preston tears the heart out of Preston Foster by making jungle love to 

exciting Dorothy Lamour beneath that burning Burma Moon! It's hot! It's dangerous! It's 

thrilling!” 25 

 “Thanks to its abundant natural resources, Burma once had the potential to be the 

richest country in Southeast Asia.  During the 1920’s and 1930’s, its capitol was 

considered ‘the pearl of the orient, a study in urban development’ known for its 

prosperity and cosmopolitanism.”26 Despite this status as the ‘Singapore of SE Asia,’ “ 

the impression of Burma gained from the cinema during this period was of an exotic 

colonial sinkhole in the Far East.”27  

 Nineteen forty-two was a bad year for Allied Chinese-Burma-India (CBI) theatre 

forces.  Two months after Pearl Harbor, in February of 1942, 80,000 Allied troops 

surrendered in Singapore.  Aung San, the “Father of Burmese Democracy” and of Aung 

San Suu Kyi, now allied with Japanese forces successfully invaded Burma early that 

year, an event which U.S. General ‘Vinegar Joe’ Stilwell referred to as, ‘a hell of a 

beating.’28  Selth notes that, “the US Office of War Information encouraged Hollywood 

to produce movies that boosted morale in the Allied countries and emphasized key 

political and strategic themes.”   Hollywood obliged, producing a handful of movies 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Ibid. 
 
25 IMDB. 
26 Cangi, E.C., Faded splendor, golden past: Urban images of Burma. Kuala Lumpur: Oxford 
 University Press, 1997. 
 
27 Selth, Andrew, Burma, Hollywood and the politics of entertainment, Continuum: Journal of \Media & 
 Cultural Studies, Vol. 23, No. 3, June 2009, 321-334. 
 
28 Tuchman, B., Stilwell and the American experience in China, 1911-45. New York: Macmillan. 1971. 
 



	   	  
	  

	   94	  

about Burma during these years.  “None of these movies could claim any great artistic 

merit, but they were seen by Washington as valuable contributions to the war effort.”29 

 The past two decades have brought us Beyond Rangoon (1995), and Rambo IV 

(2008).  Beyond Rangoon is based on the life story of Aung San Suu Kyi.  The movie can 

be seen largely as a statement of her commitment to nonviolence.  Although both seem to 

pose the question of what should be done in light of such terrifying reality, Rambo takes a 

different approach all together.  The movie averages 2.59 killings per minute, with “final 

body count of 236 dead in just 91 minutes.”30 

 The myths of Panglong 

 To know the modern history of Burma, to understand its current dilemma, one 

must have an understanding of Panglong.  The effects of this series of two conferences, 

the first in March of 1946 and the second beginning on February 6, 1947, would shape 

the hopes of the country to this day.  Interpretations of what actually happened, and more 

importantly what was perceived to have happened vary greatly depending upon who is 

asked.  The end result is that rather than laying the groundwork for a federal system, a 

hope that was crushed with the July 19, 1947 assassination of General Aung San, created 

the story line for what has become a national myth.  This is a myth understood by the vast 

majority of Burmese on a fundamental level, but widely interpreted among the many 

ethnic groups.  “Panglong has impacted Burmese politics through its potential, its 

failures, and the various perceptions held of it by opposing groups.”31  Ultimately, it has 

also had a permanent affect on how western media frames the future of Burma. 

 A brief examination of the tides of the occupation of Burma set the stage for the 

deep mistrust, resentment, and open violence between the central lowland Bamar of 
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Ministerial Burma, and the ethnic minorities of the Frontier Areas.  Although cultural 

divisions existed well before British occupation, they were greatly enhanced in 1886, by 

the practice of excluding ethnic Burmans from the armed forces, until 1925 when the 

British formally adopted a policy of only recruiting Chins, Kachins, and Karens.  This 

policy “would have severely deleterious effects on the prospects for ethnic integration in 

the military after independence.”  In the eyes of the Burman majority, “ ethnic minorities 

came to be associated with colonial rule,” while the army was seen as, “an instrument to 

facilitate their oppression at the hands of ethnic minorities.”32 

 The Japanese invasion of 1941 would have much the same effect of the British 

military policy.  In a move to free Burma of British rule, Young Aung San and a group of 

students began to make contact with Japan in 1939.  Having received military training, 

the group, collaborating with the Japanese army, successfully ousted the British from 

Burma by early 1942.  It is important to note that this invasion never really reached into 

the Chin, Kachin, or Shan territories.  Thus, under the circumstances, “it was impossible 

for the ethnic minorities to see the Burmans as a legitimate nationalist movement; 

instead, they were viewed as collaborators with an occupying power.”33 

 The newly formed Burmese Independence Army “was as ethnically imbalanced 

as the British military forces in Burma.”  It did not take long however for the Burmese 

nationalists, ethnic minorities and British to become “disillusioned with their de facto 

role as a Japanese colony.”34  A new alliance was formed between these three groups and 

the resistance campaign lasted from 1942-5 resulting in the expulsion of the Japanese, a 

new rise to power of the British, and a large contingent well armed, battle tested, 

independence minded Burmans.  Little thought was put into what a future Burma may 

look like during this time.  Consequently, the Japanese “were defeated by networks of 
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armed guerillas and soldiers fighting against the same enemy but fighting for very 

different visions of the future.”35 

 As true independence became imminent, Aung San and his Anti-Fascist People’s 

Freedom League began to set their plan for Burma.  The British White Paper of 1945 had 

prefaced dealings with the minority groups, which stated, “that no decision would be 

made on behalf of the people of the Frontier Areas without their consent.”36  The 

minority groups were to be placed under the Governor’s care until they expressed their 

own interest in joining any future union of Burma.  Furthermore, at the first Panglong 

Conference, generally a celebration of cultural diversity, H.N.C. Stevenson (the British 

director of the Frontier Areas) proposed the creation of “a United Frontier Union 

consisting of Chin, Kachin, Shan, Kareni, and Karen territory.”37  Walton notes, 

“although the AFPFL members present (including Aung San) spoke strongly against such 

and arrangement, it appears to have been well received by delegates of the minority 

groups.”38   

 Shan, Kachin and Chin delegates met with AFPFL delegates for the second 

Panglong Conference on February 6, 1947.  General agreements were made on such 

foundational principles of federation with Burma including internal autonomy, the 

creation of a Kachin state, financial relations, and, most remembered to this day, the right 

to succession.39  Aung San seems to have supported the position of the White Paper, the 

stipulations to which seem to have been satisfied in the eyes of the British.  Five months 

later however Aung San would be assassinated and the work towards federation, 

including the 1947 Constitution, would be lost. 

 Despite the best intentions of Panglong, Aung San, and the represented minority 

groups, the conferences did more to create a common myth, widely interpreted, rather 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Callahan, Mary P., Making Enemies: War and State Building in Burma, Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
 University Press, 2004. 
36 Walton, 896. 
37	  Sakhong, Lian H., In Search of Chin Identity: A Study in Religion, Politics, and Ethnic Identity 
 in Burma, Copenhagen: Nias Press, 2003. 
38 Ibid, 895. 
39 Ibid, 896. 
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then lay the foundations for a federal system in Burma.  For the Burmans was the hope of 

a completely unified federation of the Burmese territories.  To this day, members of the 

represented minorities will tell you that although there was a willingness to try a 

federation, the Panglong Conferences, with their option for succession, were their best 

chance for complete autonomy, a goal now shared by most of the minority groups.   

 Furthermore, a significant number of Burma’s primary minorities were not either 

participating or in attendance.  The Karen for their part sent four delegates whose role 

was primarily as observers.  “The subsequent KNU boycott of the Constituent Assembly 

elections meant that there was no Karen representation independent of the AFPFL.”40  

The Karen had never trusted the intentions of the AFPFL nor had they considered 

anything less than complete autonomy.  Also not represented, and historically cynical of 

Burman promises, were the Mon, long at ends with the Burmese in the South, the 

Arakanese, as strong Muslim presence, the Naga, and the Wa, who to this day are the 

strongest resistance army in the country and have yet been completely conquered by any 

modern force. 

 More than anything else, the Panglong Conferences served to highlight the 

relationship between “ethnic identity and national identity (particularly when the two are 

not the same)” as a key factor in “identifying why national unity remains an elusive 

concept in multi-ethnic nations like Burma.”41   

 God’s Army 

 In early 2000, a chapter of the long-running struggle between the Karen and the 

SPDC became front-page news around the globe.  Johnny and Luther Htoo, twelve-year-

old Karen Twins, became the youngest known commanders of a military force in history.  

Three years earlier they claimed to have formed God’s Army, a band of roughly 250-300 

Karen rebels.  The group first received international attention when in October of 2000 

they successfully stormed the Burmese embassy in Bangkok.  This was followed by a 
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January 2001 takeover of a hospital in the Thai border province of Ratchaburi.  Members 

of God’s Army stormed a hospital demanding medical assistance for their troops a 

cessation of Thai shelling of Karen positions.  Almost immediately, images of the chain-

smoking twins totting their assault rifles hit the press.  Stories emerged of supernatural 

powers, immunity to bullets and land mines, a divine hand at work, and hundreds of 

thousands of ‘invisible followers’. 

 The story of the Htoo brothers must be a deeply personal and likely tragic story, 

the full version of which the world may never now.  That this particular story, from a war 

that is so rarely reported on or understood by the outside world, would receive so much 

attention raises a number of issues.  Brooten reminds us that the “oft cited study by 

Galtung and Ruge’s (1965), for example, has shown that in general, in order to be 

reported, news from distant nations must be unusual or attention-grabbing, simplified, 

and must fit reader preconceptions.”42  Therefore, news about ‘low ranking countries’ 

will ‘facilitate an image of these countries as dangerous, ruled by capricious elites, and as 

unchanging in their basic characteristics.” 43(Galtung and Ruge, p. 83).   

 In building this argument with respect to Burma, Lisa Brooten’s 2008 study takes 

on the larger picture of what is not being addressed in light of such overwhelming 

coverage of the Htoo Brothers. In it she examines twenty years of coverage of Burma via 

the New York Times, The Washington Post, Time, Newsweek and US News & World 

Report beginning in 1987, the year before the student uprising, and ending in 2007.  The 

study finds evidence of a heavy Orientalist frame, and an overall lack of context 

surrounding the use of child soldiers, the issues facing the Karen, and the U.S. 

involvement in the region.   

 Of the thirty-five articles published prior to 2002, twenty-three (19 of which are 

related to the Htoo Brothers) sources refer to the child soldiers simply as ‘rebels’.  A 
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mere two of these articles identify child soldiers as member of the Burmese military in 

both of which they are described as being ‘recruited’ by the military despite the 

Tatmadaw’s long history of the involuntary conscription of minors.44  Though the articles 

do seem to do a good job of explaining the psychological impact of violence on child 

soldiers, on a macro level they do little to explain the political and social factors that 

result in a prevalence of child soldiers.  In light of this, “the Karen remain framed in 

Orientalist terms as a simple and backward people who are so desperate as to mistake 

their children for gods with supernatural abilities and send them to war.”45 

 Brooten further notes that “few would dispute that the Burmese regime is brutal 

and unlawful” and that the articles of her study “are consistent in their condemnation of 

its actions, condemnations that increase over time.46  This trend supports the “consistent 

framing of the United Nations as a morally tarnished and inept body functions to place 

the United States on the moral high ground.”47  Both the U.N. and the U.S. have been 

consistent in their condemnation of the Junta.  The Clinton and Bush administrations 

have applied financial sanctions in the face of terrible human rights concerns.  Brooten 

however suggest a ‘invisible complicity’ on behalf of the U.S. government, pointing out 

that throughout the 1990’s one of the largest investment projects was development of the 

Yodana oil fields by U.S. based Unocal (purchased by Chevron in 2004), and its French 

partner Total.  This project was projected to bring $400 million annually to the Burmese 

government. In 1996 Unocal was “sued by Burmese villagers in a landmark human rights 

case accusing the company of assisting the Burmese regime in the torture, murder, and 

rape of villagers (largely Karen) during construction of the pipeline.”  Brooten goes on to 

point out that Former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice served on the board of 

Chevron for more than a decade in the 1990’s.48 
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 “The Lady” of Burma 

 Aung San Suu Kyi, daughter of national hero Aung San, “is arguably the most 

powerful feminine personification of besieged democracy alive today.”49  Following the 

student revolts of 1988 Aung San Suu Kyi founded the National League for Democracy 

in preparation for scheduled elections in 1990.  She was put under house arrest just before 

the NLD’s landslide victory winning 59% of the general election and 81% of the seats in 

Parliament. Despite this she would spend fifteen of the next twenty-one years under 

house arrest at her lakeside home in central Yangon.   

 Again, Brooten has found that media coverage of “The Lady” helps to perpetuate 

frames we have seen before; the Orientalist frame of the Burmese as somehow a lesser 

people, the depoliticization of Suu Kyi while framing her in traditional feminine context, 

the focus on the democracy movement rather than that of self determination, the 

superiority of Western democracy and the priority of U.S. interests.  Again in a sixteen-

year study of the New York Times, Newsweek, Time, U.S. News and World Report, and 

Inter Press Service, the persistent use of terms with relevance to the major issues of the 

time reinforce these frames. 

 Ironically, the only freely elected head of government Burma has seen in decades, 

Suu Kyi is often depoliticized in western media.  References to her moral integrity, slight 

physical frame, family reasons for returning to Burma in the first place, commitment to 

nonviolence, frame her clearly in the “worthy yet vulnerable victim” feminine 

archetypes.  “While these descriptions represent Aung San Suu Kyi as a determined and 

courageous adversary of the generals, they also undermine the idea that she is (or the 

Burmese people are) capable of generating any significant change.  Thus while she may 
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be symbolically positioned as intending to protect the Burmese people and democracy 

they desire, her inability to do so removes her from protector status.”50 

 Human Rights Dialog & The Democracy Boat  

 Following the cold war, the United States began a campaign of exporting what is 

commonly known as Low Intensity Warfare.  Instead of deploying tactical resources, the 

U.S. developed its use of radio and television broadcasts, providing opposition 

movements with technical and ideological assistance.  Though resistance movements in 

Latin America and Southeast Asia likely benefitted from these broadcasts “Clarence Dias 

(1993) has argued that the U.S. export of low intensity conflict into Asia increased 

military expenditures in the region, led governments to turn their weaponry on their own 

citizens, and spawned increasingly restrictive laws enacted in the name of threats to 

national security.”51  This would certainly be the case with Burma as the past twenty-five 

years have born witness to a massive build-up of military resources. “The regime has 

undertaken an ambitious programme to expand and modernize the armed forces, 

consistently reserving about 35 per cent of the national budget to this end,”52  

 The priority of LIW is largely to supporting pro-democratic movements.  A key 

element of the framing of these campaigns of LIW on the part of Western media is the 

focus on the right to democracy as the most fundamental of human rights.  “Despite the 

recognition that leaders with questionable human rights records employ such claims to 

serve their own political agendas, many Asian intellectuals also critique the emphasis on 

individual political-civil rights.”53 Although in the case of Burma this works well for the 

Burmese pro-democracy movement, Brooten found that the Karen she interviewed were 

more likely to prioritize the protection of their race and their right to cultural identity 
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above individual political rights. “The major issues facing ethnic groups such as poverty, 

displacement, and ethnically motivated oppressions, were associated with ‘second tier’ or 

‘second generation’ economic social and cultural rights.”54  

  “Foreign funding for the opposition has been contentious, contributing to the 

factionalism that has been a regularly-cited characteristic of the opposition movement.”55  

This is due in large part to the fact that individual governments and international agencies 

generally tend to focus on the work of unarmed groups.  Often, unless the Shan, Karen, 

Mon, or others are working to document human rights violations, much of the ethnic 

minority resistance is not receiving outside funding.  “The discourse of democracy and its 

resonance with US interests has not gone unnoticed among ethnic minority activists 

interviewed, and was a source of frustration for many who had watched their own 

struggle for self determination take a back seat to the promotion of a democracy that they 

weren’t yet convinced would further their interests.”56  

 Nargis & the White Elephant 

 Cyclone Nargis, the largest natural disaster to befall Burma, crashed into the 

Ayeyarwady Delta on May 2, 2008, as a category 4 cyclone with peak wind speeds 

reaching 135 mph and bringing with it a 3.5-meter tidal surge.  The devastation was 

unspeakable.  Estimates of the death toll ran anywhere from 136,000 to 400,000 plus.  

Rice paddies were flooded with salt water and tens of thousands of farm animals died.  

“In cyclone affected areas, livestock losses included 50 percent of draught animals (227 

420), 28 percent of pigs (68 000), 52 percent of ducks (503 000), 30 percent of goats (7 

000) and 45 percent of chickens (1.25 million).57  
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 Within a week of Nargis the international community had pledged $30 million.  

The SPDC refused all forms of aid for the first week after the storm.  Andrew Selth 

points out that it was not until May 6, “that the regime agreed to accept foreign 

assistance, and only on the basis that it could control aid distribution.”58  The faucet was 

only opened to a trickle, as Myanmar was slow to issue visas.  Much to the frustration of 

the international community, aid supplies piled up in neighboring countries.  As Brian 

McCarten notes, the regime responded to the crisis “more as a national security issue that 

a humanitarian operation.”59  

 The most outspoken in criticism of Burma’s response to aid was the French 

Minister for Foreign and European Affairs, Bernard Koucher.  On May 7th he announced, 

“we are seeing at the United Nations whether we can implement the Responsibility to 

Protect [principle], given that food, boats and relief teams are there, and obtain a United 

Nations [Security Council] resolution which authorizes the delivery [of aid] and imposes 

this on the Burmese government.”60  The U.S. had considered similar options, while 

Gordon Brown and Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd were both notably critical of 

Burma. 

 The question of why the West does not take military action against such a regime 

begs at least some attention.  The white elephant of issues facing media coverage of 

Burma today is rarely discussed outside of those at war with, or displaced by the regime.  

Ultimately the answer emphasizes the ‘U.N. as a toothless organization’ frame.  “Such a 

step has never been seriously contemplated, nor is likely to be.  As long as the regime 
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enjoys the support of China and Russia, the UNSC cannot endorse an attack against 

Myanmar.”61  Both countries are heavily invested in commercial and military ventures 

with Burma.  The economies of the US and China are co-dependent.  Furthermore, the 

United States needs China’s help in dealing with North Korea and restraint in the Taiwan 

Straits.  “An invasion of Myanmar is simply not in the cards” (Selth 2008, p.15). 
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 Methodological Framework 

PHOTO-ELICITATION 

 “Men can see nothing around them that is not their own image; everything speaks 

to them of themselves.  Their very landscape is alive.” Karl Marx  

 Definition. 

 On a very basic level, Douglas Harper defines photo-elicitation, “as the idea of 

simply inserting a photograph into an interview.”62He, as with all others cited, would 

agree that this insertion of visual stimulus into an interview results, in one manner or 

another, in a greater understanding of the subject.  Harper suggests that photo-elicitation 

be seen as a postmodern dialogue based on the authority of the subject rather than the 

researcher. 

 Specific Methodologies. 

 Since the earliest ethnological studies began using photo-elicitation in the late 

1800’s, there have been a variety of approaches to the methodology.  Studies using 

photo-elicitation generally adhere to one of three formats. Projects by Collier, Harper, 

Schwartz and Nash are classic examples of the traditional form of photo-elicitation.  In 

these studies, the photographers themselves generated images to later return and reviewed 

the photos with their subjects. 

 Works by Clark-Ibanez63 and Beilin64 are classic examples of a more modern 

trend known as auto-driven photo-elicitation.  In these projects subjects are taught to use 

cameras and asked to produce self-generated images pertinent to the goal of the study.  
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Subjects of this methodology are then asked to explain the choices they made in making 

the photos.   

 A slight variation of photo-elicitation is found in studies such as Smith and 

Woodward’s65 in which they identified a topic they wished to probe via visual stimuli.  In 

this case Smith and Woodward identified Larry Clark’s work Tulsa as a stimulus for 

interviewing subjects of drug addiction who are, “intimately familiar with the subject.” 

 History:  

 The use of photographs in anthropological research is almost as old as the tool 

itself.  In the late 1890’s, German-American anthropologist Franz Boas became one of 

the first to use images to elicit further information from his subjects.  In a study of native 

Kwakiutl villagers he used images of masks and rituals as aids to his interviews. 

 John Collier coined the term photo-elicitation, used to define a formal research 

methodology, in the mid 1950s.  In 1957 Collier, was part of an interdisciplinary team of 

researchers from Cornell.  A very practical problem, the need to categorize quality of 

housing in Canada’s Maritime Provinces, led Collier to propose the use of photo-

elicitation.  In what would become benchmark findings in the use of photo-elicitation, 

Collier concludes in his work: 

  “The material obtained with photographs was precise and at times even 

 encyclopedic; the control interviews were less structured, rambling, and freer in 

 association.  Statements in the photo-interviews were in direct response to the 

 graphic probes and different in character as the content of the pictures differed, 

 whereas the character of the control interviews seemed to be governed by the 

 mood of the informants.”66 
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 Since Collier’s work, photo-elicitation has been employed widely under what may 

be considered the larger umbrellas of ethnography, anthropology and sociology. Social 

and physical scientists from a variety of fields have used the technique to further their 

own research.  In the course of this research I have come across no shortage of studies 

using this methodology.  Photo-elicitation has been used in fields as diverse as biology to 

use in market research for business models.  

 Anthropologist Paolo Chiozzi used photo-elicitation to determine the effect of 

bombing during World War II on rural Italy.67  Donna Schwartz assessed how different 

generations within farm communities adapt to structural change, and how those changes 

influence cultural views.68 Sociologist Douglas Harper used a combination of aerial and 

historical photos to interview farmers about their land and community.69  Britta Carlsson 

used photography as a tool in a study of ecological understanding.  She looked to answer 

the question: What is nature to you?70  Marisol Clark-Ibanez set out to explore the 

systems of inequality in public vs. private grade schools.71  Jeffrey Samuels used photo-

elicitation as a technique to explore the emotional experience of Buddhism.72  Landscape 

sociologist Ruth Beilin used photo-elicitation to explore the relationship between farmers 

and their land.73  
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  Professors and students of photojournalism at the Missouri School of 

Journalism have further contributed to the body of work incorporating this methodology, 

largely giving voice, and thus probing deeper into the lives of their subjects.  Examples of 

such works can be seen in that of Smith and Woodward74 who used Larry Clark’s book 

Tulsa to explore the experience of drug addiction and Leah Nash, who used photo-

elicitation to explore the taboo subject of AIDS in India.75 

 As recently as last year, field researchers were using the technique to explore 

Maasai representations of natural resources76 and exploring the human experience of 

crystal meth use among teenaged girls.77 

 The human relationship to abstract images 

 Studies in the field of psychology further support the use of photo elicitation as a 

tool of drawing out the narrative of human experience.  Swiss psychologist Hermann 

Rorschach’s 1921 set of ten inkblots have become one of the cornerstones of psychology.  

The purpose of this set of images is to get at tacit, subconscious, or unconscious thoughts 

or attitudes a researcher may not otherwise be able to access in a subject.  Photos though 

they are not, the volumes of research on these cards support the finding that when 

assessing the impact of ambiguous vs. specific stimuli, the more vague the visual catalyst 

the more information it tends to elicit. 
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2. PROJECTIVE TESTING TOOL AND LEVEL 

OF EXPECTED RESPONSE 

1. Extreme abstraction-Rorschach tests: 

 Submerged feelings about self 

 Sexual emotions and fixations 

 Extremely free associations that dredge up thoughts passing through consciousness 
and subconsciousness. 

2. Semiabstraction-thematic apperception tests: 

 Submerged feelings about self in relation to experiences in the real world. 

 Free association about significance of circumstances that could take place in the real 
 world. 

3. Generalized representations-defined line drawings: 

 Concrete sentiments about circumstantial reality 

 Free association about universal problems 

 Positive views about self with regard to the supernatural, universal or cultural values 

4. Lowest level of abstraction-photographs of familiar circumstances: 

 Precise descriptive reportage 

 Sweeping encyclopedic explanations 

 Precise identification of event or circumstance 

 Noticeable lack of submerged psychological responses 

 Noticeable lack of free association 

 BUT factual representation of critical area of the informant's life can trigger 
emotional  revelations otherwise withheld, can release psychological explosions and 
powerful statements of values. 

(Collier and Collier 1986) 

 Soon to follow the Rorschach’s inkblots was the Thematic Apperception Test 

developed by Harvard psychologists Henry Murray and Christina Morgan in the early 

1930’s.  The TAT is more commonly known as the picture interpretation technique.  Like 

the inkblots of the decade before it uses an ambiguous set of images about which subjects 

develop dramatic stories. 
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 Harper further asserts that there is an evolutionary, physical basis for the 

increased depth of response when a visual aid is added to an interview.  He argues,  “The 

parts of the brain that process visual information are older than the parts that process 

verbal information.  Thus images evoke deeper elements of human consciousness that do 

words; exchanges based on words alone utilize less of the brain’s capacity than do 

exchanges in which the brain is processing images as well as words.“78 

 Finding meaning in a photograph 

 The question of meaning clearly is at the core of the use photo-elicitation.  What 

information is an image able to garner, and what does it mean to both the author and the 

subject?  The ambiguity of a photograph, or its ability to generate discourse over the 

subjectivity or truths represented within, are its greatest asset in the use of photo-

elicitation as a tool for social research.  As students of journalism, the question of what a 

photograph is about is a conversation that forever haunts the internal dialogue.   

 In his introduction to Visual Anthropology, Edward Hall writes, “it is not so easy 

to grasp the notion that two individuals from different cultures viewing an identical scene 

are not necessarily seeing the same thing.”79  Schwartz also argues that photographs are 

inherently ambiguous, that their meanings emerge in the viewing process.80   

 Forester argues that the everyday acts of living hide complex interactions between 

the subject and the action.  Each action has content that is inherited and appropriated in 
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subtle, political ways.81  Clark-Ibanez and Schwartz also seem to support this idea of 

finding multiple layers of meaning in their own work. 

 Breaking the frame. 

 “In one sense, a photo is an exact representation of reality printed on a flat piece 

of paper.  On the other hand, because the camera does not take pictures by itself, a photo 

can be regarded as “a fairly complex expression of the photographer’s relation to the 

world.”82  Meaning in photography is clearly a subjective element, based largely on who 

is assigning it.  Calhoun notes that a key to the integration of fieldwork and theoretical 

research is the idea of ‘imminent critique’.  That is to say that our subjects will eventually 

confront the results of our theoretical framework partnered with fieldwork.83 

  Auto-driven studies tend to overcome this challenge by the fact that subjects 

photograph and assign meaning to their own images.  Photographer generated photo-

elicitation studies must then reconcile the frame of the image-maker with respect to the 

realities of the subjects.  As photojournalists, we generally strive to make the most 

compelling images we can.  In light of the psychological studies findings on the nature of 

image association, photographer generated studies must be conscious of the benefit of the 

common, heading towards ambiguous images. 

 Orellana warns of the challenge of the tendency to make visually arresting images 

rather than those that may pertain to the reality of the subject.84  This desire, warns 

Harper, is from the “culture of the photographer rather than the culture of the 
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photographed.”85 Harper would, in a later study examining farmers’ relationship to their 

land, confront this directly.  

  “The photographs I made of their work did not evoke deep reflections on 

the  issues I was interested in.  I came to think that it was perhaps because my 

photographs  looked  essentially like the illustrations in the many farm magazines found 

in the house  and shop.  They did not break the frame of the farmers normal views; they 

did not lead to  a reflective stance vis-à-vis the taken for granted aspects of work and 

community.”86 

 To his credit Harper solves the problem by switching to a perspective of the land 

that few had ever seen, from above.  The new perspective created by his aerial 

photographs resulted in an increased level of engagement on the part of the farmers.  The 

inherent challenge, it seemed, was to get the subject to see, and thus think about their 

lives differently in a manner uninfluenced by the world of the photographer. 

 Findings. 

 Regardless of the nature of the study and exact methodology, most scholars of 

photo-elicitation find a similar set of benefits arising from the use of the technique.  

Almost universal in the findings amongst these scholars is Collier’s assertion that 

photographs ease the rapport between researcher and interviewee.87  Samuels notes that 

the use of cameras during his field work not only allowed him to build new relationships 

with monks, but to re-establish existing relationships with those he had met in years 

prior.88 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85 Harper, Douglas, Visual sociology: Expanding sociological vision, The American Sociologist, 1998, pps. 
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86 Harper, 2002. 
 
87 Collier,1957. 
 
88 Samuels, 2004. 
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 Collier continues to state that this process lessens awkwardness because there is 

something to focus on.  This makes it easier for the subject and facilitates dialogue 

between the two parties. Samuels found that once word of his study got out, monks 

would approach him wondering when it was their turn to be interviewed. 

 Easing of rapport and creation of dialogue is the first step in breaking down the 

power structure that is commonly associated with the photographer-subject relationship.  

“Where photos are used as communicative devices in interviews the creation of a positive 

atmosphere may be enhanced and the asymmetry of power reduced.”89  Arriving at this 

point encourages the subject to the freedom to take on the role of active participant, thus 

opening the door to a greater understanding on behalf of the researcher.  Harper describes 

a moment when a subject, Willie, “saw his world from a new perspective, he came to 

realize how little of it I understood.  Willie then welcomed a role in which he used the 

photos to teach me about his normal routines and knowledge.”90  

 Schwartz also noted the positive benefits of equalizing the power dynamics as she 

noted greater and greater access to her subjects’ lives over repeated photo-elicitation 

interviews, to the point that she was always invited to the kitchen table of an interviewee.  

Furthermore, her subjects began to take an active role in directing her focus of study.91 

 Universal also is the language surrounding the benefit of gaining unseen insight to 

the world of the subject.  In her study Beilin argues “outsiders cannot assume to 

understand farming practice and need to be conscious that they are interpreting the 

farmers’ actions in the look of the landscape.  The farmers’ reasons need to be articulated 

for outside viewers to know their practices.”92  Forrester maintains that self-descriptions 
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are important to the construction of identity, and what subjects are doing is an ongoing 

construction of self (1989).93  Harper further argues elicitation interviews connect ‘core 

definitions of the self’ to society culture and history.”94  

 Auto-driven photo elicitation has led to fascinating examples of construction of 

identity that otherwise might have gone unnoticed.  During the course of Clark-Ibanez’s 

2004 work, a photo elicitation interview resulted in much larger understanding of a move 

to a better neighborhood and thus a loss of old friends, while another interview about a 

favorite tree leads to a conversation about illegal immigration and the need to avoid INS 

patrols.95 

 Finally, scholars also seem to agree on the idea that introducing images to 

interviews garnishes farm more information than simply using traditional interviews 

alone.  As best put by Harper, “I believe photo-elicitation mines deeper shafts into a 

different part of the human consciousness than do words alone interviews….  That 

extraordinary sense of seeming to  retrieve something that has disappeared belongs 

alone to the photograph, and it leads to deep and interesting talk.”96 

 In conclusion, all seemed to be in agreement with Harper in one way or another. 

“That extraordinary sense of seeming to retrieve something that has disappeared belongs 

alone to the photograph, and it leads to deep and interesting talk.”97  The pictures granted 

the subject an active role in the telling of the ‘truth’ of their story.  The process increased 

their interest levels and granted them a rare opportunity to normalize power dynamics.  

Each researcher also agreed that photo-elicitation as a methodology in their respective 

studies brought them closer to understanding their subjects. 	  
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Looking Into Burma’s Black Zones	  

Goal 

 The primary goal of this project was to shed light on the daily life of the millions 

of Burmese living inside the black zones.  In a country paranoid of its own shadow and 

self-image, the black zones, compromising a significant percent of the total area of the 

country, are largely closed to the rest of the world.  Although they are in no way 

physically demarcated, these regions are well protected.   Generally ‘black zones’ are 

either areas of persistent conflict between the central government and the various rebel 

groups, or regions of economic sensitivity which also tend to incite armed conflict 

between the same groups.   

 Burma is an incredibly isolated country as a whole.  Indicators that speak to 

economics, civil liberties, access to health care, and participation in any kind of 

international arena all paint a daunting reality.  And those are the statistics that speak to 

the parts of the country under the control of the federal government.  I wanted to see how 

this, compounded by military oppression, years of open conflict, and extremely isolating 

landscape, affected the lives of those in the black zones. 

 I was hoping to create a larger dialog, based on the first person narrative of Karen 

and Shan refugees living along the Thai-Burmese border.  I was looking to shed light on 

the political arena from which these people came; the decades of civil war, the atrocities 

committed by the SPDC and its allies, and about a life of oppression.  As I would be 

interviewing individuals and families who had fled this conflict, I assumed that most 

would have something to add to the conversation. 

 It was also my hope that in some way, this project would spark a conversation 

about a possible larger sense of Burmese identity.  I have always been curious about what 

the nation we know as Myanmar would look like were it not for an overwhelmingly 

strong central government. I have an ongoing interest in the idea of ‘nationhood’ in 

Burma, a country with more than 135 different indigenous ethnic groups plus very sizable 

ethnic immigrant communities within its borders. 
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 The legend of Panglong Conferences, the origin of the ongoing debate over 

federalism vs. the independence movement always fascinated me.  It is true, that people 

cling to the spirit of these meetings for a variety of reasons.   Even among the Shan and 

Karen there is, I think, an awareness of the benefits of a federal system.  

 Until colonial times, Burma, like much of Southeast Asia, was under the reigns of 

different ethnic kingdoms, the Bamar being the most recent.  The colonial era marked the 

conquest of lowland Myanmar by the British with marginal control over the highlands, 

and no control over a few of the most remote, violent tribes.  The post-colonial period 

was defined by the resurgence of the ethnic Burmese, and by the struggle between 

communist and pro-democratic movements with victory going to the former.  The end of 

WWII witnessed the rise of Aung San, ethnically Bamar, and the desire on behalf of most 

of the ethnic groups to participate in (at least on a trial basis) a unified, democratic, 

federal system, with much autonomy going to independent states. 

 Considering the sudden demise of Aung San, the rise of a military junta, the freely 

elected daughter of Aung San, Aung San Su Kyi years later, and a decades old civil war, 

have left many wondering, myself included, what is left of the idea of Burmese 

nationhood?  I was interested in whether or not this project, in-depth interviews and 

photo-elicitation based, would raise some kind of common sentiments of nationality, of 

recognition of a common struggle, and the possibility of a common goal remaining 

between different ethnic groups. 

 Thus, the concept was to begin to build a body of work about the ‘Burmese 

situation’ as told from the direct experience of those affected by the decades of civil 

unrest. The hope was that in-depth interviews, pared with photo-elicitation interviews 

consisting of images of home, of the natural and manmade wonders, and of the everyday 

life would initiate some type of emotional, intellectual, or sentimental association with 

the subject and thus motivate them to elaborate on their own experiences, dreams and 

hopes. 
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Location 

 All in-depth and photo-elicitation interviews pertaining to the Shan were 

conducted in the Wieng Heng Refugee Camp. This camp is also known as ‘Ban Mai 

Kung Kyaw’ or ‘Pieng Luang’ in Thai and ‘Peng Long’ in Shan, or the Kong Jor Refugee 

Camp. It is located in the Wieng Haeng District, Chiang Mai Province, of Thailand, just 

outside the town of Peng Long.   Interviews were generally conducted in the participant’s 

home or the community library.  The Kong Jor Village Council graciously gave me free 

access to the Camp.   

3. Political Map with Refugee Camps and Populations     

Map created with statistical information gathered by the Thai – Burma Border Consortium 
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 Following Tatmadaw and United Wa State Army attacks in 2001, and their 

subsequent greater control of the area opposite Wieng Haeng in Shan State, a group of 

600 Shan refugees from 4 villages in the area - Pang Kum Kaw, Pang Mai Soong, Pang 

Houk and Pang Yao – sought shelter in Nong Kok temple.  Thai Buddhist monks, many 

Shan also, and the Thai government eventually arranged for permanent relocation on land 

owned by nearby Wat Wan Chong in Pieng Luang.  In the agreement, the temple agreed 

also to be responsible for camp residents, and thus is not policed by the Thai military 

making it an incredibly easy place to work under the radar.  Although the Thai 

government, international NGO’s and relief organizations recognize this camp, the Thai-

Burma Border Consortium manages it. 

 These interviews took place over the first two weeks of October 2010.  During 

this time I was staying in Peng Long, Thailand, at a friends home about a kilometer away 

from the camp. 

 Interviews of Karen refugees were conducted in Mae La refugee camp or the 

farming valley of Oo Thu Ta.  Mae La was originally created in 1984 with an initial 

population of 1,100.  Fighting continued along this region of the border, and over the 

years, many smaller refugee camps were absorbed into Mae La.  Today the official 

population of the camp is just over 49,000, however the addition of unregistered 

inhabitants of the camp bring the actual estimated population to be well over 60,000.  

 Chris, a good friend and my Karen translator, has a number of family members 

living in Mae La.  With the help of the Emmanuel Church and Karen Youth Organization 

he was able to arrange a ten-day stay in Mae La refugee camp.  Interviews from Mae La 

were conducted at the homes of participants or in the boarding house of Emanuel church.   

 The second location was the farming valley of Oo Thu Ta just outside of Mae 

Usu, Thailand.  This location was ideal as the valley straddles the Salween River.  

Burmese refugees and day laborers alike farm the valley on both the Burmese and Thai 

sides, making it a great place to work under the radar.  Interviews here were generally 

conducted in farming huts.   
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 Upon returning to the United States in early November of 2011 I began to look 

into the final phase of this project.  I was interested in adding the final perspective to the 

story as a whole, that of the refugee family relocated to a ‘third country.’  I contacted the 

International Institute of New England’s Lowell, Massachusetts’s offices.  They were 

incredibly supportive of this project and quickly put me in touch with the Burmese 

refugee community in Lowell.  Through this connection I met my final subjects, Pa Reh 

and his family, Karenni refugees who had arrived just a week or so before I met them. 

Methodology 

 Research for this project was conducted using two well-established methods.  To 

establish a sense of a subject’s history, and thus create a foundation of understanding for 

the photo-elicitation interviews, I first conducted in-depth interviews with each. 

Following these interviews I would generally schedule a follow up visit to conduct photo-

elicitation interviews. Over the course of the project I conducted twenty-one in-depth 

interviews and ten photo-elicitation interviews. 

 The execution of the photo elicitation interviews was very straightforward.  

Subjects given one of two albums at a time and were instructed to move through the 

images at their own pace.  They were asked to communicate any thought, question, 

comment, concern, story or memory that came to mind as a result of seeing the image.  

 Translators were very specifically told to pass on these instructions and nothing 

more.  They were asked not to volunteer any information concerning the images unless 

asked by the subjects.  Both Sai Meung and Chris (great friends and my Shan and Karen 

translators) were very explicitly told to avoid any type of verbal or expressive prompts 

concerning images.  Should and image however spark a comment on behalf of the 

subject, the translator was at liberty to encourage subjects to elaborate on the topic. 

 As the subjects were moving through the images I would record any response to 

them, be it verbal or, as it was in some cases, simple expressions.  If an image prompted a 

reaction I would explore the statement if it seemed like it may take the conversation to a 

new place of understanding. 
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 Images were not coded in any way before the interviews took place.  Rather I 

would write a brief note describing the image; “rice farmer, beetle nut or hunter.”  Upon 

returning home I numbered them to facilitate transcription.  I should have done this 

before I started to facilitate the interview process. 

 Photo-elicitation interviews were conducted at different times during my 

interactions with subjects. These sessions generally lasted from 1 – 4 hours.  Subjects 

were always made aware of the full scope of the project before agreeing to participate in 

any way.  I also made it very clear that they were free to use made up names or opt out of 

the project all together.  

The Images 

 To try and spark conversations about home life, and the idea of a federal system 

in Burma, I created what I believed to be a set of images representative of daily life in 

Myanmar.  Sixty-eight images were images selected from my own archive (with one 

exception, courtesy Heather Apodaca) covering a dozen trips to Burma between June of 

2007 and September of 2010.  Individual stays vary from an afternoon to a month in 

length.  The archive represents at least eighty-four days of photographing in country. 

 Myanmar is divided into 14 administrative regions; seven states (Chin, Kachin, 

Kayah, Kayin, Mon, Rakhine and Shan) and seven divisions (Ayeyarwady, Bago, 

Mandalay, Sagaing and Yangon).   Photo-elicitation images selected for this round of 

interview represent the day-to- day life of the big cities, small towns, and back roads 

from five divisions (Ayeyarwady, Bago, Mandalay, Sagaing and Yangon) and four states 

(Kachin, Kayin, Mon and Shan states)   

 Images were chosen for their perceived ability to create dialog about the 

fundamental points I hoped to explore over the course of the project.  As a starting point, 

many were chosen for their perceived ability to resonate on some fundamental level with 

the daily life of potential viewers.  Images of different types of farming, vendors, markets 

and activities, it was hoped, would instill a sense of familiarity or create a point from 

which to begin a conversation. 
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4. Photo-Elicitation Image Distribution        
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 Certain images were than chosen to gauge degrees of identity on a larger than 

local level.  The inclusion of images depicting the natural and man-made treasures of the 

country such as Schwedagon Pagoda, Inle Lake, The Golden Rock and Bagan.  I think it 

would be fair to say that photographs of Mandalay, Yangon, and other larger cities also 

fall into this category. 

 Finally, certain images were selected with the hope that they would directly elicit 

conversations about the political situation in Burma and it’s effect on the hundreds of 

thousands of internally displaced and refugees.  It was my hope that images of SPDC 

soldiers and the big pro-government propaganda signs would achieve this. 

 Photo Elicitation Interviews Coded 

 Responses to images were coded during the writing of the analysis component.  

The purpose of this exercise was to gauge the overall success of the images in a 

quantitative way.  Being able to see the results of the nine interviews in this manner 

greatly helped to examine response types elicited by the images; be it an opinion, a 

statement that expanded the in-depth interview, a question about the particular image,..  

Furthermore, by breaking down the response types by ethnicity, I was able to look at how 

the different cultures viewed representations of themselves vs. others. 
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5. Response Types 
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Response	  Types	  Continued	  
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Response Type by Interviewee 
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Response type by interviewee continued. 

 

Findings 

In-depth Interviews. 

 The in-depth interviews, as I saw them, were meant to be a way to establish the 

history of the individual participants in this project.  I had expected that these interviews 

would establish the relationship between a subject’s history and individual experiences to 

the conversations I hoped to explore later in the photo-elicitation phase. 

 It is important to recognize the results of the preliminary in-depth interviews.  I 

had assumed that the stories Burmese refugees would tell me would be difficult for them 

to communicate.  This assumption was based on many of the perceived challenges 

discussed earlier; the general social conservatism of most Burmese, fear of reliving 

trauma, fear of how this project would be disseminated and what that would mean to 

surviving relatives on the other side of the border.  I had assumed that these challenges 
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would impede the desire to elaborate on the events that led these people to flee Burma.  

The hope was that once they were comfortable with me, and trusted in the good faith of 

the project, the photo-elicitation interviews would help fill in that which had been left out 

of the in-depth interviews. 

 Without failure, the information and insight gained from the in-depth interviews 

was astounding.  The concerns I had for the most part proved to be without reason.  The 

only exception to this was the fear of dissemination and retribution.  This was a constant, 

and is reflected in the occasional use of a nickname or of a subject’s refusal to be 

included in an image.  However, once these obstacles were overcome, most subjects 

needed little more than an invitation to recount their entire story.  Many even invited me 

back to add details that they had missed in previous sessions.   

 I hadn’t expected that these interviews would be so rich in content and so personal 

in nature.  I hadn’t expected them to produce the majority of the information gained 

through the entire course of this project.  In many ways they painted the much larger 

picture of daily life in rural Burma; the lifestyle, the atrocities, the hopes, frustrations, 

fears, and motivations of people living under a military dictatorship. 

Imminent Critique  

 At the outset of the research and writing phase I was still not satisfied with the 

little information yielded by the photo-elicitation interviews I had conducted.  Results 

from these ten interviews seemed to fall far short of my own expectations for this part of 

the project.  Initially, they seemed to do very little to forward my goal of creating a 

conversation about any sense of Burmese nationalism and life behind the black zones.  It 

was not until much later following a conversation with Rita Reed, and a shifting of my 

own perspective, that I began to realize the value of the results.  I had missed the point.  

 A good indicator of the ‘success’ of an image was the number of statements made 

about it.  Statements made about an image generally furthered the understanding of the 

relationship between the interviewee and the subject of the image.   
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 Considering all interviewees were refugees, it should come as no surprise that 

nine of ten photo-elicitation subjects responded to the portrait of the Burmese soldier.  

Responses ranged greatly in nature, many expressed anger while others simply looked 

and said nothing.  Images that did well by this measurement were the ordination 

ceremony (11), the boys sleeping outdoors (17), palm sugar farmers (20), rice farming 

(23), the Wa family (28), the Gnat shrine (29), the house (30), and the hunter (57).   

The Devil is in the Details 

 More important however than the quantity of statements made about each image 

was the added context and insight they elicited as a window into the life experiences of 

the interviewees. Many images did in fact elicit additional detail about the image, or 

augmented stories told in earlier in-depth interviews.  They were successful in adding to 

my overall understanding of life behind the black zones. Rather then creating a direct 

dialog about national identity and hope for the future, reactions to images more often told 

the story of isolation, of subsistence life, of a beginning of a shift in cultural values 

between generations, and of the lack of education and exposure to life beyond a very 

small world. Although the results were not what I had expected, they were equally as 

telling.  The Devil, as they say was in the details.  It was also in my own expectations. 

 Again, considering the portrait of the soldier, No Da, beyond her obvious anger, 

noted that the two stripes on the soldier’s uniform meant that he was a major.  Pa Reh 

recounted how Burmese soldiers would come to his village from time to time looking to 

take porters and how he would hide in the forest or another village when this occurred.  

Sai On also added a story he had not previously told me about his interactions with the 

Burmese military. 

  “Even many of the Burmese soldiers in high ranks are not well educated.  
 For a while I was traveling to sell goods.  I would have to pass through the Lai Ka 
 gate.  You had to get the gate pass in Mai Sung, further down the road.  Every 
 time I traveled I would have to get the gate pass.  They knew I would be away.  
 Every time they would come steal my chickens.  Only his wife, mother-in-law, 
 and sister were at home.  They were always afraid.” 

  “On one occasion I returned and my wife told me all the chickens had 
 been stolen.  She begins moving the last remaining hen inside at night.  I left 
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 again and one  night the soldiers come banging on the wall.  The women were 
 shaking from fear and dared not open the door.  Eventually they left.” 

  “A soldier also stole a newly bought jacket and pair of pants and wore 
 them around town.  Most of them do not know what shame is.  They were quite 
 notorious for stealing.” 

  “They knew my family well.  They knew that my mother-in-law was blind 
 and that my sister was ill.  The only healthy person was my wife.  They didn’t 
 care.  They did it deliberately.” 

 As previously mentioned, smaller details tended to draw much attention.  

Construction styles on the whole seemed to generally be of major interest if not always 

stated.  Mu Wa, Saw Plew Lay and Mary Htoo commented on the construction style of 

the floor rather than the fact that two boys were sleeping outside with regards to image 

number seventeen.  She does the same with the photo of the Wa family (28).  When 

asked however if people of her village ever sleep outside, she replies with a quick, almost 

dismissive, no.   

 Photo thirty, an image of a house in Shan State, drew much more attention than 

expected.  Both Pa Re and No Da, Karenni and Karen respectively, noted that houses 

were built exactly the same in their home villages while Saw Plew Lay who is also 

Karen, mentioned that the roofs in his village would have been made of leaves.  Mary 

Htoo noted, “We do not have wire or nails.  We tie with bamboo.”  Mu Wah, who is 

Karen, had heard of Shan State, but seems to have not realized that the Shan were a 

unique ethnic group. 

 Rather than recognizing the family as palm sugar farmers in image twenty, Mary 

Htoo and Saw Plew Lay take note of the type of pots.  Saw notes, “we have pots like this 

but they are used to boil fish paste and bigger ones to store water.”  Pa Reh adds some 

detail to his own experience with the pots.  “In Burma we make the pots out of clay.  I 

don’t know how to do it but others in my village do.  We use them to cook with.”   

 Of the same image, Saw Gleds Htoo, takes notes of the hut rather than the pots.  

The simple lean to style hut is where the farmers process raw toddy into sugar and 

whiskey.  His comment that, “these are about the size of the huts we built while hiding in 
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the forest,” adds an incredible element of reality to the twenty plus years he spent hiding 

in the forest.   

 The rice farmers of image twenty-three were also widely recognized.  Four of five 

people who responded to this image, both Shan and Karen, said that the planting was 

done exactly the same as in their home village, with one person noting that although they 

did cultivate rice, they practiced a different planting technique. 

 The Gnat Shrine (29) did much to delineate the religious boundaries between the 

Buddhist Shan and Christian Karen.  Paying homage to the Gnats is common among 

Buddhists, especially the Shan.  The saying, ‘I worship Buddha, but respect the Gnats,’ is 

often spoken in Shan State.  Of the thirty-seven major, and many minor Gnats, most are 

spirits of water, trees, and places.  Many are considered guardian spirits.  A Buddhist 

village will often have a temple in town, and a Gnat shrine somewhere just outside the 

village.  This is particularly common in Shan State, where they are often found in the 

fields and orchards.  Villagers, as seen in photograph number twenty-nine, often leave toy 

or home made weapons on these shrines so that the Gnats have the necessary firepower to 

protect the village from its enemies.  Sai On, who is Shan noted of the photo,  

  “This is no surprise.  This has been tradition for centuries.  Before it was 
 spears,  swords, elephants and horses.  At the Gnat Shrine we used to put spears 
 or swords or whatever the blacksmiths could make, now its M-16’s or 
 grenade launchers.  Its lucky the Shan have never seen the missile   

 Controversly, Saw Gleds Htoo, a Christian noted, “Christian Karen people 

generally do not know the Gnats.”  Although he recognized the Gnat shrine as a holy 

place he did not know what the Gnats were.  Mary Htoo, also a Christian elaborated a bit 

more on the differences in spirituality.  “There are no Buddhists in my village, only 

Christians. We have no Gnats, no spirits and no ghosts.”   

 Eah Poe, a soldier and Buddhist Karen who had recently abandoned the DKBA, 

noted the weaponry hanging on the post of the shrine.  His comments allowed a slight 

view into the arms carried by both the DKBA and SPDC.  “The gun on the left looks like 

a Burmese gun, not like the DKBA.  One man of each twelve man group would carry a 

grenade launcher.” 
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 Sai On for example, noted of the ordination photo (11), that the Shan are not 

allowing people into special ceremonies and holidays without traditional Shan clothing 

on.  He notes that effort is only now being made to preserve traditional values as Shan 

youth begin to look at other Asian and western influences. 

 Mary Htoo, Pa Rey, Saw Gleds Htoo, and Eah Poe all recognized the man in 

image fifty-seven as a hunter.  Eah Poe had noted one of the sad benefits of living as a 

soldier in the jungle for so long.  During his in-depth interview he had mentioned that one 

of the great things of being a DKBA soldier living in the jungle for months at a time was 

how well he ate as a result of constant hunting.   

 However, Saw Plew Lay’s simple statement, “there are no guns in my village,” 

led to some incredible insight.  I asked him if there were even any guns to hunt with. 

 “Only slingshots.  You cannot use flashlights either.  You cannot wear shorts or 

have long hair, or wear camouflage shorts.  If the army catches you using a flashlight 

they will kill you on the spot.” 

 Why? 

 “They think you are KNU.” 

 Why would they think that? 

 “They would think you are a KNU spy.  Not even in the village.  If they even find 

a battery for the flashlight they will take the whole family.  They will take your money 

and then let you go.  Otherwise you go to jail.” 

 What is the punishment for wearing cammo pants? 

 “The head of the village will try to work out the problem.  He takes money to the 

 Army.  If he doesn’t know you he can be put to death.  The reason is also to make 

money.  They know who the villagers are.  You give whatever they ask.” 
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 “Sometimes when men get together to discuss personal things the SPDC  takes 

them and accuses them of being KNU.  They will hit and abuse them.  You can see this 

anywhere.” 

Conclusions 

 Again, as Hall noted, “it is not so easy to grasp the notion that two individuals 

from different cultures viewing an identical scene are not necessarily seeing the same 

thing” (Collier & Collier 1967).  In retrospect I think that this project has demonstrated a 

common challenge among journalists.  I think on some level or another we all enter 

assignments and projects with expectations and frames.  How often are we really ever 

completely blind in our approach to a subject?  For me, the challenge of my own frame 

and expectations  (supported by my own ideas about what my images represented) were 

directly pitted against the realities of my subjects when it came to the photo-elicitation 

interviews.   

 My subjects were painting a very clear picture of life behind the black zones. 

What they knew, what they had experienced in life they were responding to; construction 

techniques, materials, agriculture, hunting, survival and violence. The image and the 

dialog was just not what I had expected it to be.  I was not seeing that the value placed on 

these ‘smaller details’, rather than to those images I would associate with nationality, did 

in fact speak profoundly to life in the black zones and made a definite point about the 

idea of nationalism.  The results, when considered differently, would in fact show that I 

had accomplished my goals. 

 I had tried, to the best of my ability, to create a body of work that was able to 

reach out to as many different backgrounds as possible.  I used images from diverse 

geographical and ethnic regions.  I incorporated iconic images of Burmese monuments, 

places and religious sites.  I also incorporated images of the everyday; farming, family, 

homes and professions.  A couple of images were used specifically to instigate 

conversation about the military or the government.  I took the advice of prior scholars of 

photo-elicitation and tried to incorporate images that were as straight forward as possible, 

rather than those that were personal favorites.   
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 Although I think I have a much different personal frame with respect to Burma 

than most, the failure of my own frame was to fully grasp the realities of my subjects.  

The elements of my frame included a considerable understanding of the history of Burma 

from an outsider’s perspective.  My frame is one that comes from a significant 

educational background.  This frame includes the privilege of time to contemplate larger 

questions concerning history and how a nation may evolve in the future.   

 I had completely underestimated the total isolation of the native towns, villages, 

and camps of many of my subjects.  These were people who, to begin with, lived in one 

of the world’s most isolated countries.  Beyond that, they had been living in war zones 

for decades, isolating them even further.  Some had spent years in hiding.  The majority 

were rural, subsistence farmers, with little education, and lacking the financial resources 

to move far beyond where they were from.  I had assumed a basic understanding of 

Burmese nationality and identity.  These were extremely local people who often knew 

little more than survival, farming or soldiering. 

 With a couple of exceptions, interview subjects were not responding to images 

that were trying to instigate conversation about ‘greater Burma’ because they had no 

experience, or little understanding of what they were of, or even what the concept of a 

nation meant.  Further proof of this can be seen in the number of times interviewees 

actually asked me questions about the images they were seeing.  In all, eighty-five 

questions were asked about the images, second only to the one hundred seven statements 

made about the same body of work.   

 The terms Burma or Burmese generally meant to them what they had been dealt 

in life by a military force consisting primarily of that ethnic group. 

Potential Applications 

 The strength of the photo-elicitation portion of this project was clearly to be found 

in the heightened awareness on the photographer’s (or the outsider’s) behalf to the 

importance of visual clues and details found in every day images.  In essence, a 

population of refugees is a microcosm of the society they fled.  This process allowed 
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interviewees to became guides to their own world via a series of extremely subtle visual 

clues.   

 With four major language families, eight major ethnic groups, one hundred eight 

ethno-linguistic groups and an estimated one hundred thirty five ethnic groups, Burmese 

culture is far from homogeneous.  The differences that separate one group from another 

may be clearly obvious to a native of that particular town or region, yet so subtle that they 

would be nearly impossible for an outsider to differentiate between.  It would seem that 

photo-elicitation, when used or studied amongst an expat or refugee community, could be 

a valuable tool in cultural mapping. NGO’s, government bodies, and armed forces 

concerned with ethnic diversity, composition and cultural survival may also find photo-

elicitation a useful tool in mapping areas that are unsafe, hostile, or remote. 

 I would imagine that the armed forces particularly spend a great deal of time 

culturally mapping potentially hostile areas.  The ability to differentiate one cultural 

group from the next based on the same details a local would, be it agricultural practices, 

building techniques, or local religious iconography, would be an incredibly important 

tool in determining hostility levels, safe areas...  In a place like Burma, or perhaps 

Afghanistan, where recognizing differences between ethnic groups may come down to 

very subtle clues, and where your opponents do not tend to wear uniforms to fight, this 

type of photo-elicitation project may be of incredible valuable. 

Critique 

 As I have previously mentioned, I had to do this project.  I felt that I owed to my 

friends, my profession, and myself.  The fieldwork captivated me every step of the way, 

and in all honesty, I hope that this is only the first chapter in the telling of this history.  

 In retrospect however, I would consider making changes to a couple of 

methodological issues.  To begin with, the approach to the conversation about greater 

Burmese nationalism would need to be reconsidered.  Had I realized the effect isolation 

would have on the image’s ability to elicit conversation about nationalism, I would have 

simply included questions about this topic in my initial in-depth interviews.   
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 The other approach would be to re-examine the images I hoped would elicit that 

topic of conversation.  The question remains, what kind of image would serve as a 

catalyst of national dialog to a rural minority farmer?  Although a few subjects 

recognized the images I chose to represent nationhood, none elicited this type of dialog.   

 The second goal of the photo-elicitation portion of the project, to develop an idea 

of life inside the black zones, feels like it could be more narrowly defined.  Life is a big 

topic.  If the goal was specifically to illustrate how people live in these areas, then 

perhaps there should have been more images of the day to day.  Whereas if the goal was 

to further define the atrocities committed by the warring factions or to illustrate how 

people survived, more topic specific images could have been included.  Having said that, 

the success of this initial round of photo-elicitation interviews, with its wide array of 

images, may be that it served as a starting point in the tailoring process.  Perhaps its 

strength was in opening the mind of the outsider to the realities of subject’s lives on a 

very wide spectrum, much as an initial visit to a place would differ greatly in levels of 

understanding than a later return in a series of visits to the same locale.  In its defense it 

has given me much to think about rather than a very narrow response. 

 I have also wondered if a project of this nature wouldn’t have had better results 

using a different methodology all together.  It seems as though the auto-driven photo-

elicitation project may have had better results.  Had I given cameras to refugees who live 

in the camps and visit home from time to time, or passed a few along to KNU or SSA 

soldiers, would the goal of depicting life within the Zones have been more successful?  I 

feel the potential for this kind of project is also incredible. 

 Another interesting piece of this dialog puzzle would be in gaining a better 

understanding of the association between the adjective Burmese, and the noun Burma.  

Perhaps my subjects focus primarily on the adjective as it relates to their enemies, and 

overlook the noun as the name of the country they all live in.  Perhaps also, as persecuted 

minorities, they choose to focus on the state they live in, so often named after their own 

ethnic group. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

 The following essay is a contemporary examination of what has become of Burma 

following the failure of the Panglong Conferences, the assassination of Aung San, and the 

subsequent decades of rule by a military dictatorship.  Despite the recent moves towards 

transparent democracy, peace treaties, and the opening of new areas, open conflict 

continues on. 

 Prior to the constitutional	  referendums	  of	  2008,	  and	  general	  elections	  held	  of	  

2010,	  the Than Shwe regime waged one of the longest civil wars in modern history.  The 

dispute over Burmese nationalism raged on.  While many of the ethnic minorities living 

in the border regions have long maintained their right to independence, the central 

government remains determined to maintain a unified nation. 

 In an effort to fight its reputation as a global pariah the State Peace and 

Development Council desperately tried to maintain a pretense of peace and stability.  

Tourism was encouraged in the parts of Burma firmly under the control of the military. 

The rest of the country, roughly fifty percent, labeled ‘Black Zones,’ remained off limits 

to most. 

 Despite all of this, life continued in one of the world’s most isolated countries.  

Largely untouched by outside influences, the diverse ethnicities, spiritual practices and 

culture flourished.  What follows is a reflection of Burma between 2007 and 2010 as 

witnessed by an outsider.  What remains behind the Black Zones is yet to be discovered. 
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Devotee at Kyaiktiyo Pagoda, Mon State, Burma.  The gold covered rock is said to be balanced on a single 
thread of Buddha’s hair.  April 4, 2010. 

 

Schwedagon Pagoda.  September 2, 2010. 
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Overass, Yangon, Burma.  June 19, 2009. 

 

Cargo handler, Irrawaddy Delta, Burma.  April 24, 2007. 
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Finish carver, Mandalay Division, Burma.  July 21, 2009. 
 

Marble Buddha on being transported along the road to Pyin Oo Lwin, Mandalay Division on August 12, 
2007. 
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Young monks rest before the afternoon meal in Heho, Burma on April 6, 2010. 

 

A farmer plows his fields amongst the temples of Bagan, Mandalay Division, Burma.  June 20, 2007.
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Shan State, Burma.  April 17, 2010. 

 

Wa mother and infant, Shan State, Burma.  August 6, 2007. 
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Rice Farmers, Nabuaing, Mandalay Division, Burma.  August 12, 2007. 

.

Mahagandayone Monastery, Amarapura, Mandalay Division, Burma.  July 8, 2007. 
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Mid day meal, Mahagandayone Monastery, Amarapura, Mandalay Division, Burma.  June 18, 2007. 

 

A ninety two year old farmer and traditional medicine man, returns from his fields near Hsipaw, Shan 
State, Burma on July 15, 2007.  The tattoos represent recipes and rituals of his medicine. 
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Elephant being used to move timber in Myitkyina, Kachin State, Burma on September 3, 2010. 

 

Men unload cargo from a ferry in the delta region of Burma on April 24, 2010. 
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Workers sort tea in Namsan, Shan State, Burma on September 12, 2010. 

 

Bleaching agents are prepared for tea, Namsan, Shan State, Burma.  August 7, 2007. 
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Bamboo Harvesters, Mandalay Harbor, Burma, July 13, 2010. 

 

Inle Lake, Shan State, Burma.  April 7, 2010. 
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Black En, near Kengtong, Shan State, Burma.  July 6, 2010. 

 

Coastal road, Irrawaddy Division,  Burma.  Septermber 25, 2010. 
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Laborers lay a base course of rough stone to the Namsan – Hsipaw road, Shan State, Burma, September 14, 
2010. 

 

Namsan, Shan State, Burma.  Septermber 12, 2010. 
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Apartment complex, Pyin Oo Lwin, Shan State, Burma.  June 16 2007. 

 

Pool hall, New Bagan, Mandalay Division, Burma.  June 15, 2007. 
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Pool Hall, New Bagan, Mandalay Division, Burma.  June 15, 2007. 

 

School children, Amarapura, Mandalay Division, Burma.  April 11, 2010. 



	   	  
	  

	   155	  

Rice Vendor’s Shop, Hsipaw, Shan State, Burma.  June 15, 2007. 

 

Novice monk near Inle Lake, Shan State, Burma.  August 21, 2007 
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Maintenance workers, Schwedagon Pagoda, Yangon Division, Burma.  July 9, 2007. 

 

Relocation 

 “The military came to get porters and he was taken.  They had tried to take him 

before, but he would sleep in other people’s houses.” 

 Sey Meh, 39, is from Shando Village, in eastern Burma’s Karenni State.  She 

describes Shando as a large multi-ethnic village with native Shan, Burmese, Karen and 

Padoung.  Sey Meh’s family “farmed on the mountainside.”  Although there had been 

fighting in the past, the Burmese military controlled the village, which she describes as 

fairly safe. 

 Shortly after returning from serving as a porter for the Burmese Army Sey Meh’s 

first husband died of malaria.  She decided to leave Shando in December of 1996.  She 

and her two daughters along with a group of about fifteen others from Shando made the 

ten-day walk to Mae La Refugee Camp just inside Thailand.   
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 “My husband had died, and the military did not know that.  We were three women 

living alone.  The soldiers were known to take women as porters.  If there were no men, 

they would take women.  I was afraid.” 

 Despite a Karen National Union (Army) escort, “we had to walk very quickly.  

We did not know if the army was following us.  My feet hurt so much I would cry from 

the pain.” 

 Pa Reh is also from Karenni State, Burma.  He describes Di Mo Su village as 

small, with only about fifty houses.  Everyone is Buddhist.  His family were also rice 

farmers, producing about fifty, one–hundred pound bags per season, “ten of which would 

go to the military.” 

 “The Burmese Army controlled the village.  They would take anything they 

wanted.  They would also take porters.  I would often have to sleep in friends’ houses to 

keep from getting caught.  They would come as many as 3-4 times per month to take 

porters.” 

 “My older brother went to be a porter.  He would be gone one or two weeks at a 

time.  They were not paid or fed.  They never traveled too far away. 

 “The soldiers just kept coming for porters.” 

 Pa Reh made the decision to leave Di Mo Su. “I walked to the camp with many 

people.  Some I knew, others not.”   Eight days later, having hidden from the Burmese 

Army more than once along the way, the group made it to Mae La. 

 “I am homesick for my family. “I have eight siblings.  I am the only one who left 

Burma.  March of 1996 was the last time I spoke with them.” 

 Sey Meh and Pa Reh met in Mae La refugee camp.   

 “I went to visit her house.  We had seen each other before in the camp, but I 

wanted to know more.” 

 “I told her I loved her.” 
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 “She asked me if I am sure I wasn’t thinking of another woman.  She said I am 

old and I have two children.” 

 Pa Reh visits Sey Meh again half an hour after the first visit and tells her he loves 

her again.  They were married in February of 1998.  A month after they met Pa Reh 

moves into her house. 

 The couple lived together in Mae La for twelve years.  They had two children in 

this time. 

 “Staying in the camp was a little problem with food and no job, no vegetables.  I 

would go to look for bamboo.  Sometimes when the house needed repairs we would go to 

get bamboo.  The Thai soldiers did not like this so we would have to go in the middle of 

the night.” 

 “At one point I had a job outside the camp.  The police tried to arrest me.  They 

grabbed my jacket and I was able to run away back to the camp.  One of my friends had 

been arrested so I was very afraid.  I was working as a farmer for about 80 Baht per day 

(roughly $2 USD).  Sey Meh was also working outside the camp on farms.” 

 On November 17, 2010, fourteen years after each arrived at Mae La, the couple 

and their four children were relocated to Lowell Massachusetts.  Sey Meh had applied to 

Australia and been denied.   

 Sey Meh never attended school.  Pa Reh left when he was in the fourth grade.  

Although grade school is free in Burma families are required to pay for school supplies, 

which, as in Pa Reh’s case, are often too expensive.  When I met them in January of 

2010, neither spoke English. 
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Sey Meh and Pa Reh, recently relocated to the United States as refugees, stop for groceries in Lowell, 
Massachusetts on February 9, 2011.	  

Lowell, Massachusetts.  February 1, 2011.	  



	   	  
	  

	   160	  

Sey Meh prepares dinner in the two bedroom apartment which is now home in Lowell Massachusetts on 
February 11, 2011.	  
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Sey Meh maintains a Christian shrine in the family’s apartment.  Pa Reh, her husband is from a Buddhist 
village.  Both were raised in Karenni State Burma. 

	  
Pa Reh’s children shovel the snow in front of their home in Lowell Massacheusetts on February 1, 2011. 
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Members	  of	  Pa	  Reh’s	  extended	  family,	  also	  Burmese	  refugees	  from	  Mae	  La,	  arrive	  in	  Manchester	  
International	  Airport	  on	  February	  26,	  2011.	  

Sey Meh and other Burmese refugees attend an English class at the International Institute in Lowell 
Massachuesetts on February 3, 2011. 
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Pa Reh and other members of the Burmese community walk to English classes at the International Institute 
in Lowell Massachuesetts on February 1, 2011. 

  

CHAPTER FIVE 

Looking into the ‘Black Zones’: 

A Study of Life and Hope in Burma 

	   In the privacy of his bamboo hut, the First Mate asked us for the second time that 

day how we felt about the Burmese government.  Ethnically Burmese, he was a young, in 

his early twenties, with one of the warmest presences in a person I can remember. 

 When we avoided the question, he pulled off his t-shirt and pointed to a round 

scar above about the size of a quarter. 

 As a teenager, he had signed on to a five-year minimum enlistment with the 

Burmese military.  He was interested in being able to help his family and in the education 

and training he would receive.  
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 Shortly after completing basic training he was assigned to an infantry unit that 

was engaged in suppressing the Mon resistance force along the Thai border.  Despite this, 

the First Mate recognized the Mon as a peaceful people.  Many were rice farmers like his 

family.  He had never met anyone who was Mon, and had no reason to want to kill them.   

 He didn’t know if he had actually ever killed anyone in battle, and did not want to 

die himself.  In the middle of a firefight, he and a friend decided to desert.  His 

commander, aware of their decision, gave the order to kill the two men.  As they fled 

fellow Burmese soldiers shot his friend dead.  A bullet struck him also, passing through 

his body just above the right collarbone. 

 He never went home for fear of being found.  Rather he fled to the Irrawaddy 

Delta and eventually the Andaman Coast where he felt he believes he can live in peace. 

Disparate Views of the Future 

 To this day, hundreds of thousands of Burmese refugees remain in camps in 

Thailand, Bangladesh, India, and China.  It is estimated that hundreds of thousands more 

are internally displaced.  Despite recent rounds of ceasefire agreements, the Kachin and 

Shan independence armies have once again gone to battle with the Burmese military.  

 Eight major ethnic groups represent the majority of Burma’s population; the 

Bamar, Shan, Kayin, Rakhine, Chin, Mon, Kachin and Kayah.  From these eight major 

groups, the Burmese government recognizes one hundred thirty five distinct ethnic 

groups living within its borders.   

 Historically few of these groups ever shared a common definition of modern 

Burma.  Rather, the tides of occupation of Burma set the stage for the deep mistrust, 

resentment, and open violence between the central lowland Bamar of Ministerial Burma, 

and the ethnic minorities of the Frontier Areas  

 The British maintained a long tradition of excluding ethnic Burmans from the 

armed forces, until 1925 when they formally adopted a policy of only recruiting Chins, 

Kachins, and Karens.  In the eyes of the Burman majority, “ethnic minorities came to be 
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associated with colonial rule,” while the army was seen as, “an instrument to facilitate 

their oppression at the hands of ethnic minorities.”98 

 In 1942, a young Aung San and a group of Burmese students who had received 

military training from the Japanese successfully ousted the British from power.  Thus, 

under the circumstances, “it was impossible for the ethnic minorities to see the Burmans 

as a legitimate nationalist movement; instead, they were viewed as collaborators with an 

occupying power.”99 

  “Disillusioned with their de facto role as a Japanese colony,”100 a new alliance 

was formed between the Burmese nationalists, ethnic minorities and British.  By 1945 the 

Japanese had been expulsed.  Consequently, the Japanese “were defeated by networks of 

armed guerillas and soldiers fighting against the same enemy but fighting for very 

different visions of the future.”101 

 As true independence became imminent, Aung San and his Anti-Fascist People’s 

Freedom League began to set their plan for Burma.  While the AFPFL was interested in 

the creation of a unified Burma, the ethnic minorities were not immediately agreeable to 

the idea.  

.  A series of two conferences were held in Panglong, Shan State.  Kachin, Chin, 

Shan and Karen delegates attended the first, held in March 1946.  Of note was H.N.C. 

Stevenson’s (the British director of the Frontier Areas) proposal of the creation of “a 

United Frontier Union consisting of Chin, Kachin, Shan, Kareni, and Karen territory.”102  

The AFPFL argued strongly against the idea.  
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 Shan, Kachin and Chin delegates met with AFPFL delegates for the second 

Panglong Conference on February 6, 1947.  General agreements were made on such 

foundational principles of federation with Burma including internal autonomy, the 

creation of a Kachin state, financial relations, and, most remembered to this day, the right 

to succession.103 

 Five months later however Aung San would be assassinated and the work towards 

federation would be lost.  In the years to come Burma would struggle with domestic 

communism, political instability and failed elections.  On March 2, 1962 General Ne Win 

and sixteen other senior military officers, staged a coup d'état, ushering in the era of 

military regime and determined national unification. 

  The Panglong Conferences did more to create a common myth, widely 

interpreted, rather then lay the foundations for a federal system in Burma.  For the 

Burmans was the hope of a completely unified federation of the Burmese territories.  To 

this day, members of the represented minorities will tell you that although there was a 

willingness to try a federation, the Panglong Conferences, with their option for 

succession, were their best chance for complete autonomy.   

 More than anything else, the Panglong Conferences served to highlight the 

relationship between “ethnic identity and national identity” as a key factor in “identifying 

why national unity remains an elusive concept in multi-ethnic nations like Burma.”104 

The ‘Black Zones’ 

 Unfortunately the First Mate’s story was not a unique experience.  Stories of rape, 

forced labor, genocide and torture were whispered to me over the years of travel in 

Burma. Since Panglong, the nation has witnessed almost continual civil war as the 

dispute over the idea of Burmese nationalism rages on. 
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 When I arrived in Burma for the first time in 2007 the nation was seen as a global 

pariah ruled by General Than Shwe and his brutal military regime.  To avoid unwanted 

international attention, the regime remained as isolated as possible from the rest of the 

world. Indicators that spoke to economics, civil liberties, access to health care, and 

participation in any kind of international arena all painted a daunting reality. 

 Not wanting to appear unwelcoming however, tourism was encouraged.  

Foreigners were allowed to visit the half of the country that was safely under the control 

of the central government.  The other half of the Burma was off limits to foreign travel.  

These “Black Zones’ as they are known, were occasionally areas of sensitive economic 

interests such as oil pipelines or mines, but more often are areas of ongoing military 

conflict with the ethnic minorities.    

Peering Into the Void 

 In 2009, I read Dith Pran’s “Children of Cambodia’s Killing Fields: Memoirs by 

Survivors.”  The book immediately resonated.  I felt that history should not be allowed to 

overlook the atrocities that had been going on inside Burma for decades.  I decided then 

that I would do what I could to give voice to those who had decided to flee the country. 

 I wanted to see how isolation, military oppression, years of open conflict, and an 

extremely isolating landscape affected the lives of those living in the Black Zones.  I was 

curious to know what was left of the conversation over Panglong in the eyes of the ethnic 

minorities who held so much hope in its future.  

  I spent October of 2010 living in the Peing Luang and Mae La Refugee 

Camps, and the remote farming valley of Oo Thu Ta.  Mae La and Oo Thu Ta Valley lie 

just on the Thai side of the border, opposite Karen State on the other side of the Salween 

River.  Mae La is home to some sixty thousand refugees while Oo Thu Ta was an ideal 

location to interview Burmese day laborers and internally displaced. Peing Luang 

Refugee Camp is almost entirely populated by Shan, again whose home state in Burma 

bearing the same name, is just a few miles to the west. The Karen and Shan populations 

have historically posed some of the greatest resistance to Burmese occupation.   
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 My goal was to create of a collection of first hand accounts of life in the Black 

Zones as told by Shan and Karen refugees or migrant workers.  I also hoped to explore 

what was left of the myth of Panglong.  To facilitate this process, research was conducted 

using two well-established methods.  I would begin by conducting in-depth interviews, 

following which I would schedule a follow up visit to conduct photo-elicitation 

interviews.   

 I had created a collection of sixty-eight images from my own archive of Burma.  

The edit intentionally threw a wide net as far as subject matter was concerned.  I felt that 

each of the goals I had for the project, life in the Black Zones, and Burmese federalism, 

were big subjects in their own right.  Images designed to elicit comments about the day-

to-day life inside the Black Zones were of homes, farming practices, and hunters; 

common themes.  Images meant to elicit comments about nationhood tended to be of 

‘unifying’ elements such as national treasures, religious practices, and other ethnic 

groups. 

 At the onset of the project I was operating under the assumption that the in-depth 

interviews would yield far less information than the photo-elicitation interviews. In my 

experience the Shan and Karen tend to be socially very conservative.  Furthermore I was 

concerned that fear of reliving trauma and concern over how project would be 

disseminated would inhibit the desire to share personal stories.  Rather, the strength of 

these interviews would lie in establishing rapport and trust with my subjects while 

gaining perspective on their individual histories.   

 It was my belief that the process of seeing a set of images would facilitate the 

larger conversations I was hoping for.  Over the course of the project I conducted twenty-

five in-depth interviews with twenty-three different subjects and nine photo-elicitation 

interviews. 

 The results of both the in-depth and photo-elicitation interviews couldn’t have 

been further from what I had expected. Without failure, the information and insight 

gained from the in-depth interviews was astounding.  I hadn’t expected these interviews 

to be so rich in content and personal in nature.  In many ways these interviews spoke 
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directly to daily life in rural Burma; the lifestyle, the atrocities, the hopes, frustrations, 

fears, and motivations of people living under a military dictatorship. 

 The concerns I had for the most part proved to be without reason.  Most subjects 

needed little more than an invitation to recount their entire story.  Many invited me back 

to add details that they had missed in previous sessions.   

 Initially, I was not satisfied with the information yielded by the photo-elicitation 

interviews I had conducted.  They seemed to speak largely to the minutia of day-to-day 

life rather than add to the conversation about Burmese nationalism.  It was not until much 

later and a shift in my own perspective, that I began to realize the value of the results.  I 

had missed the point.  The Devil, as they say, was in the details. 

 Rather then creating a direct dialog, the subtleties of the responses created a very 

definite commentary about isolation, subsistence life style, and shifts in cultural values 

between generations, and lack of education or exposure to life beyond a very small world.  

As further evidence of this nearly as many questions were asked about the images during 

the interview as were statements made about them. 

 Mary Htoo and others had never seen a car or a truck.  “We do not have wire or 

nails.  We tie (our homes) with bamboo.”   Saw Plew Lay had never heard of Mandalay. 

 Images related to construction or pottery styles, agricultural practices, or religious 

iconography, were often scrutinized by subjects.  One of the many unexpected results of 

this project seems to be the vast possibility for photo-elicitation in cultural mapping of 

inaccessible areas.  Subtle variations in design elements often determined exactly who 

was living in different regions or villages. 

 Occasionally, these images of the everyday brought forth much larger 

conversations.  An image of two hunters was incredibly successful at creating larger 

context about the realities of life in the Black Zones. 

 Saw Plew Lay noted that there were no guns in his village. When asked if not 

even to hunt he responded, “only slingshots.  You cannot use flashlights either.  You 
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cannot wear shorts or have long hair, or wear camouflage shorts.  If the army catches you 

using a flashlight they will kill you on the spot.”  

 “They would think you are a KNU spy.  Not even in the village.  If they even find 

a battery for the flashlight they will take the whole family.  They will take your money 

and then let you go.  Otherwise you go to jail.” 

 Humor on the part of Sai On emphasized the Shan peoples belief that the Gnats 

(protective spirits worshiped alongside Buddha) could help protected them from the 

Burmese.  “At the Gnat Shrine we used to put spears or swords or whatever the 

blacksmiths could make, now its M-16’s or grenade launchers.  Its lucky the Shan have 

never seen the missile otherwise they would put them on the Gnat Shrines also.”  

 Although much was said of the Burmese army during in-depth interviews, it was 

of no surprise that a portrait of a Burmese soldier drew a response from every 

interviewee.  

 Pa Reh a Karen subject gets quiet.  “They came into my village to take porters 

two or three times.  I would go out to hide, either to another village or sometimes in the 

forest.” 

 Although many images made in distant parts of Burma were recognizable for 

universal themes, the portrait of the soldier was the closest many subjects came to 

understanding social organization beyond their villages.  Results of the photo-elicitation 

interviews showed little to no exposure to national treasures such as Schwedagon Pagoda 

or the temples of Bagan.   

 The use of photo-elicitation in this project did prove to be moderately successful.  

Many images did elicit additional information, or augmented stories told in earlier in-

depth interviews.   

 The shortcomings of the methodology speak more to the difference between my 

own hopes for the project and my subjects’ ability to speak to them.  Despite this, where 

one door closes another opens.  With a shift in perspective, and perhaps an edit tailored 
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more towards the world-view of the refugee community, the potential to expand upon the 

project could be incredible. 

Appendices 

I. Addendum 

 Introduction: 

 In May of 2007 I proposed a project exploring the experience of the Arab male in 

America.  At the time the U.S. media was largely involved with stories covering the 

ongoing international Al Qaeda movement and the U.S. occupation of Iraq.    

 The attacks on the World Trade Center, the Pentagon and the unknown target of a 

plane that went down in a field near Shanksville, Pennsylvania on September 11, 2001 

have, no doubt, left our national psyche forever changed.  In the world of Bush’s “you are 

with us or you are with them” attitude, perception was being defined by parameters of 

war, terrorism and fear.   

 Whether it was because of this prevailing sentiment, the highly polarized political 

arena, the struggle to keep the industry afloat, lack of consumer interest, or some 

combination of factors, mass media, for its part, especially televised media, seemed 

content to focus on short, highly inflammatory, often opinionated, partisan  “journalism.” 

 What seemed the problem then, and still does was the lack of context and critical 

analysis. No one was asking questions.  Perhaps it is idealistic to expect televised media 

to pay for airtime to look at historical political differences between the Middle East and 

Western governments, or to explore the vast culture that is the Arab world.  Is there a 

responsibility for mass media to provide this context?   

 As a result of this, the visual presentation the Muslim world via mass media 

appeared largely to be framed in a very particular manner. Although these stories 

generally focused on events in the Middle East, it was hard not to feel the growing 

polarization and alienation of the Muslim world.  I had to wonder how this sentiment was 

affecting Arab-Americans? 
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 In light of this, I wanted to create a venue that would allow, to as great an extent 

possible, for a shift in narrative perspective.  I was hoping to allow Arab-American men 

to represent themselves by somehow speaking about their lives under such constant 

media framing. 

  Then, as now, I was very interested in the interpretive space inherent in the observer-

subject relationship of mass visual journalism.  I hoped to create the opportunity for this 

group of people to discuss issues of self-identity from more of an “inside” perspective. 

 I was to begin the process with the analysis component of the project.  I was 

going to first identify a body of work created by another photographer that best 

represented the community and subject to be approached.   I would then interview that 

photographer, and or editor, to examine the goals of the original project.  The goal of this 

was to examine to what degree the photographer felt this was a complete and accurate 

portrayal of the subjects. 

 I was then to identify a specific group of Arab-American men representative of a 

suitable cross section of the local population. With the above body of work in hand, I 

would continue the project by conducting in-depth, photo-elicitation interviews.  These 

interviews would consist of loosely framed, open-ended questions with the aim of 

exploring the Arab-Americans’ perception of the body of work and the intentions of its 

creator. 

 This process would serve to identify problems, stereotypes, or thoughts on 

exploitation that they might perceive within the body of work selected.   Ideally the 

conversation would reflect any difference in perspective between the creator and 

elicitation subjects.  My hope was that the dialogue surrounding the images would lead to 

a story created, in part, by both subject and author.  Specific questions would target 

perceptions of strengths and weaknesses in the portrayal of the ‘truth’ within the body of 

work. 

 The professional practice component of the project was to create a documentary 

photo story, or series of stories, aimed at the Arab male experience in the United States 

that would compliment the analysis. 
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Intervening Factors: 

 In April of 2007 I was finishing up the coursework for the Masters of Journalism.  

At the time, the project seemed manageable, and I believe that it was, and perhaps still is, 

very worthwhile.   

 The issue of completing the project was really more of a matter of where I would 

settle next.  The idea was to try for a long-term internship or job in a region with a 

sizeable Arab community.   

 An unforeseen opportunity arose during this time with an offer to teach summer 

photography programs in Southeast Asia.  At the time, some travel and a little time to 

think and get a bit of perspective before settling down sounded fantastic.  In October of 

that year I accepted a full-time position running, developing and managing photo 

programs globally.  The job has provided me with incredible opportunities.  These are 

years, people and places I will never forget.  It has also been a hugely time consuming 

job.  I generally spend half of the year in Southeast Asia, and when I am in the United 

States, I spend a good deal of time on the road.   

I have not been at home, or even in the same city, long enough to develop the necessary 

relationships for the completion of this project.   

New Proposal: 

Part 1: Professional Practice: 

 The goal of this project is to explore life behind the ‘Black Zones” of Burma.  

Consisting of roughly half the nation’s territory, these are regions that are closed to the 

public due to active military conflict with the ethnic minorities, or are closed due to 

economic sensitivity.   

 I hope to explore these regions through the first person accounts of refugees living 

along the Thai-Burma border.  The process of recording their stories should shed light on 

life in some of the most isolated places on earth.   
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 It is also my hope that this investigation will lead to a conversation about the idea 

of Burmese nationalism.  So much of the state of being Burma finds itself in today is a 

result of the difference of how Burma’s future is perceived.  Historically the Bamar, 

Myanmar’s ethnic majority, have desired a unified nation while many of the ethnic 

minorities have longed for independence. 

Access 

 I have visited Burma twelve times on a series of tourist and business visas.  

Therefore creating both the photo-elicitation essay and Burma essay should simply be a 

matter of editing through the years of images. 

 Chris, a Karen coworker of the past three years, has agreed to work with me as 

my interpreter.  Chris has an interesting family structure; both of his parents are Karen, 

one is Christian, the other Buddhist.  Both sides of his family are fairly well tied to their 

respective Karen political and military structures. 

 Chris will be my main point of access to the Karen refugee community of the Mae 

La refugee camp.  They have already agreed to let me stay with them during my work at 

Mae La and will be able to negotiate access with subject families.  Chris has also 

expressed the possibility of meeting with members of both the KNLA and DKBA 

military command and traveling to an IDP camp inside Burma. 

 Sai Meung (nickname used to protect identity) is another friend of mine.  He is an 

incredible linguist.  Sai is Shan.  Although his family is from Shan State, many live 

among the  

Shan community in Peng Long.  Sai has assured me he can get access to the Peng Long 

Refugee Camp. 

Limitations 

 The photo-elicitation images will be limited in that a foreigner made them with 

access to only about 50 percent of the country.  Although many of the images will depict 

day-to-day life, much of the minority held land is Black Zone, completely closed to 

foreigners.  The hope is that this essay will represent a common understanding of basic 
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life in Burma rather than one that is ethnically specific.  Most of the areas that are open to 

foreigners are ethnically Burmese.  

 Many people who have survived injustice at the hands of the current government 

still live within the free travel zones of Burma.  I have had many conversations about the 

human rights violations, lack of judicial system and basic human rights.  I have, however, 

never been able to record them due to the suspicion this would raise.    

Part II: the Research Component 

 To achieve this goal I intend to conduct in-depth interviews and photo-elicitation 

interviews on members of the Mae La and Peng Long Refugee Camps in northwestern 

Thailand.  I plan on creating three bodies of images for this project.  The first would be 

an edit of images to use as the photo-elicitation images.  For context I will also create an 

essay based on how I have experienced Burma over the years.  Finally, I think it would 

be interesting to create a story or essay on a family that has relocated to a third country as 

refugees. 

Why Burma? 

 I began traveling in Burma in the summer of 2007.  A few months prior to this 

one of the General’s daughters was married in a diamond-encrusted dress.  The entire 

wedding cost 54 million USD.  That same year the entire national budget for health care 

came in at 25 million USD.  That summer I spent a total of eight weeks in Burma, and 

despite my resentment of the Junta, I developed a strong fondness for the people of 

Burma, its history, and its incredible beauty. 

 At the end of that summer, in late August, I flew from Yangon to Bangkok and 

then returned to the United States.  By the time I was over jet lag, five Burmese had been 

arrested for protesting a hike in the state-regulated price of fuel.  I remember thinking that 

if five people had the courage to protest publically, millions must share their sentiment.   

 This move, increasing five fold the price of gas overnight, would prove to be the 

tipping point.  Within days protestors had taken to the streets around the country.  Monks, 

the spiritual heart of Burma, had joined them. The Saffron Revolution had begun.  
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Months later, Cyclone Nargis would devastate the country, killing untold tens of 

thousands only months after the Revolution had been forcibly suppressed.  I would not 

return to Burma until 2009. 

 In the time since, operations have returned to normal.  I have continued to be the  

unofficial point person for Burma development.  I have courted people I would otherwise 

never give the time of day to, political players who you must know to run programs 

safely and without suspicion.  I have wondered many times over dinner and whiskey 

about the orders these people must have given in their lives or the cost to others of their 

own personal fortunes.  At the same time I have heard the horror stories, told to me in 

confidence and guarded privacy.  Despite all of this, I have greatly enjoyed my time in 

Burma. 

 Yes, a part of this decision is largely personal, born of a deep fondness for the 

people of Burma.  It has been hard personally, and as a trained journalist, to have to 

overlook the atrocities committed by the Junta.  There is a very strong desire to have a 

hard look at the other side of the story. 

 This project is also motivated by the logistical realities of my life over the past 

few years.  I now have the contacts to make this project a reality.  At the moment much 

of my life is in Southeast Asia.  If I were to pick up a different project, I would have to 

relocate and develop the resources needed for an entirely new project. 

Timeline:  

Previous - current  

April 2-29, 2010   

Part One of the professional practice begins April 2nd 2010.  I will be visiting Burma for a 

month. During this time I will build on the body of work used to represent the day-to-day 

life of the Burmese and a visual record of the natural and man-made wonders of the 

country. 

May 
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My work schedule is as of yet undetermined.  It is my hope to use this time to further 

develop contacts within the Karen community here in Thailand, specifically those either 

living in or associated with the many refugee camps along the northern and western 

borders.  I will also begin looking for potential candidates for the U.S. based third phase 

of the project.   To this end I will begin sending letters of introduction and explanation to 

Boston-area organizations working with resettled Karen communities. 

June – mid-August  

During this time I will be working seven days a week, often in remote parts of Southeast 

Asia.  I do not expect to be able to accomplish much. 

Late August - September   

I am again scheduled to be working for a month in Burma. 

October 

I plan on using October to produce the second part of the professional practice portion of 

this project.  It is during this time I will be working on documenting the lives of Burmese 

refugees living in one of the many camps along the Thai-Burma border.  

November 2-6   

I am currently scheduled to return to the United States November 2.  I will need a to pick 

up my car in New Mexico and drive to New Hampshire.  I will probably also take a few 

days to catch up with family and decompress.   

November 8-12  

This time will be devoted to personal introductions with any relocation or other Burma 

related organizations.   

November 14 - December 5 
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I plan on using this time to complete the third and final part of the professional practice.  

I will spend this time documenting the lives of Karen refugees already resettled in the 

United States. 

Late December onward 

I would imagine an undefined amount of time will be dedicated to completing the 

research component and finishing the master’s project. 
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II. Commonly Used Acronyms 

 AFPFL – Anti-Fascist People’s Freedom League 

 BRC – Burmese Relief Center 

 DKBA – Democratic Karen Buddhist Army 

 JRS – Jesuit Relief Center 

 KMT - Kuomintang 

 KNLA – Karen National Liberation Army 

 KNU – Karen National Union 

 KWO- Karen Women’s Organization 

 KYO – Karen Youth Organization 

 MTA – Meung Thai Army 

 NLD – National League for Democracy 

 RCSS – Restoration Council of the Shan State 

 SLORC – State Law and Order Restoration Council 

 SPDC – State Peace and Development Council 

 SSA – Shan State Army 

 SSA-N – Shan State Army - North 

 SSA-S– Shan State Army - South 

 SSNA – Shan State National Army 

 SURA – Shan United Revolutionary Army 

 TBBC – Thai Burma Border Consortium 
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IV. Equipment List 

 This project was completed with the gracious help of a rather lean, well-traveled 

kit. 

In the bag: 

 Bodies: Canon 5D Mark II, 4 batteries 

 Lenses: Canon 16-35 f/2.8, 24-70 f/2.8, 70-200 f/2.8 

 77mm polarizing filter 

 Cards: 8GBx4, 2GBx3, 1GBx2, 512MBx1 

 Cleaning Kit 

 Small notebook and pens 

 Off camera cord for flash  

 Bulb release cable 

 Universal card reader 

 Canon 2x Extender 

 

Also traveling with: 

 Canon 5D, 3 batteries 

 MacBook Pro 

 Western Digital 500 GB portable hard drive 

 2 battery chargers 

 M-Audio 

 Manfrotto tripod and ball head 

 Rode shotgun mike. 
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V.  Grant Proposal 

The Promise of Panglong 

Grant Proposal 

Sean McGann 

 

 The goal of the proposed project is to thoroughly explore the experience of life 

inside Burma’s  ‘Black Zones,’ specifically emphasizing the unique cultural heritage of 

the region and examining the legacy of the Panglong conferences. 

 Amidst ongoing military conflict between the Tatmadaw and various ethnic 

minority armed forces, roughly half the country’s total area has been effectively closed to 

the outside world for over 60 years.    

 This project assumes that Burma will continue on a path towards transparent 

democracy and peace, likely beginning the process of modernization many of its 

neighbors undertook decades ago.  It also recognizes that real peace remains, to this day, 

a challenge as ethnic tensions persist and the definition of Burma’s future is debated by 

those involved. 

 Inevitable waves of foreign contact and cultural change will likely follow the 

cessation of military conflict and the slow opening of these areas that is beginning to take 

place.   

 Thus, the moment between the pull of the tides of history presents a rare, and 

likely brief, opportunity to document the experience of some of the most isolated cultural 

groups in Southeast Asia.  A visual study of the Black Zones ten years from now will 
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look very different from the present.  I believe these images would be an important record 

of life under one of the most repressive regimes of the 21st century. 

 Furthermore, as the ethnic minorities begin laying down arms, what is left of the 

legacy of Panglong?  Who are those many people who have risked their lives to protect 

their identity and resources?  

 I have been photographing in Burma since 2007 as part of an ongoing long-term 

project on the country.  In 2010, as a master’s candidate at the University of Missouri 

School of Journalism, I documented the stories of Burmese refugees in Mae La and 

Penglong Refugee Camps, as well as those of migrant workers in the Oo Thu Ta Valley.  

As part of this process, I conducted photo-elicitation interviews on many of these same 

subjects to both gauge their exposure to the debate over Burmese nationalism, and begin 

to develop an understanding of live inside the Black Zones.  Finally, I followed refugee 

migration to Lowell, Massachusetts, where I documented the lives of a newly relocated 

Karenni family.   

 In this time I have heard stories of rape, murder, mutilation, theft, forced labor, 

forced inscription and of child soldiers.  I have met survivors of Hurricane Nargis, and 

seen the scars of bullets fired at deserters.  

 With more than eight months already spent in the country, a month spent living in 

camps along the Thai – Burma border, and a network of knowledgeable local contacts, I 

believe I have the experience and resources to successfully complete this project.   
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 Any funding will be used to visit the Black Zones in order to create a finished 

body of work which documents the unique cultures of these closed regions and what is 

left of the promise and myth of the Panglong Agreements. 

 

V.  In Depth Interviews 

6 October 2010 

 In-depth Interview with Nang Swe and her husband Tun Kyaw 

Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

 

How old are you? 

 Nang Swe is not sure how old she is.  I’d guess in her early 70’s.   

 “When the Japanese invaded I was old enough to carry a pumpkin to the market 

to sell to them.” 

   A pumpkin that is about the size of a cantaloupe. 

Do you have any family? 

 “I do not have a mother.  I was raised by an uncle.” 

This is your husband? 

 Her second, current husband is Tun Kyaw.   

Where are you from? 

 Both were raised in and around Hsipaw, he in the city, she in a smaller village 

outside.   

What was your childhood like? 
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 “As a young woman I was in an all woman’s division of the Shan State Army 

stationed  

near Namsan.  This division consisted of approximately 150 women, headed by a female   

commander.” 

Is it common for the SSA to have all women’s divisions? 

 “Yes, this is still common in today’s SSA.” 

Have you seen active combat? 

 She has seen active combat.   

How long were you with this group? 

 Stayed with this group for 10 years.  Fought along side her first husband who was 

also a  

SSA soldier.   

What was you life like? 

 “We moved a lot, depending on the needs of the SSA in combat with the 

 Burmese army.” 

 Did you have any children? 

 “We had 16 children, none of which survived.” 

What happened? 

 All died between 15 and 16 years old.  

 They all “bled from the nose and mouth and died.”   

 She attributes this to a hard life in the jungle with little access to medical  care.   
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 Her husband also died, he coughed blood.  She remained in the Army for two 

more years. 

What did you do after that? 

 “I was a widow for seven years.” 

When did you meet Tun Kyaw? 

  I met him on a visit to Hsipaw. I had come to visit my niece who was a  teacher 

there.” 

 Tun was also a soldier in the SSA.  The two married 5-6 months after they first 

met. 

Why did she join SSA? 

 No personal reason, as in nothing had happened to her family in particular?   

 “It was very common in that time for small groups of friends to get together and 

talk  

about politics.   These conversations would generally lead to discussions about wanting to  

sacrifice ourselves for the Shan State.” 

 “We were going to exchange the blood of our hearts for the land they once 

owned”.   

 “If a family had 3 sons 1 would be asked to join the SSA.  Women were very 

envious,  

and many ran away to join the army”. 

Was your family aware of your desire to enter the SSA? 

 “Yes, I had permission from my family and the head of the village to join SSA.” 

Where were you living before you came here? 
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 Before they came to Peng Long they were living just across the border in a village 

called  

Huay Yao, a small village in a series of villages that populated a valley running to 

Thailand.   

Where you still in the SSA at the time? 

 Tun was still in the SSA, but the couple also had a modest farm of peanuts, rice, 

sesame  

and vegetables. The couple lived there for 9-10 years.   

Was this a happy time? 

 “We were happy like all the others.  There was nobody to stop us “. 

Who controlled this area at the time? 

 “At the time the area was protected by the SSA under Zao Kwan Tzung.  The 

SSA had a  

permanent defensive position on the hill-top above the village.” 

What happened on the morning the battle broke out? 

 “We were sleeping in our home around 4am. I awoke to what sounded like 

fireworks or  

gunfire.  It was sporadic. I woke Tun who was in a deep sleep.” 

What did Tun think when he woke up? 

   “He mistook the sound for Chinese Lisu making offerings to the spirit house.” 

Is that a common occurrence? 

 “Both the Shan and Lisu customarily fired home made guns while making 

offerings to  
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the spirits.  It would have been unusual for the Shan to be up so early, but not the Lisu.” 

How did you come to realize something was wrong? 

 Nang realized there was no one at the spirit house, which could be seen from her 

home.   

 “The sound of gunfire became more consistent and was soon joined by the sound 

of  

exploding mortar shells.” 

What was happening? 

  “The Burmese army had staged an early morning surprise attack on a SSA 

 encampment on the hill-top above the village.  The Burmese had occupied an 

 adjacent hilltop and had begun a siege.“ 

  Gunfire began hitting homes in the village.  Nang is not sure whose it was, 

but  believes the Burmese where firing on the village because they believed there were 

SSA  rebels hiding there. 

When did you make the decision to leave? 

 “Within an hour of hearing the initial shots, bullets hit the kitchen and the room 

caught on fire. If we did not flee, we would never have been able to get out”.   

 Nang left shortly after the kitchen caught fire.   

What did you take with you? 

 “I had the clothes on my back and about 1500 Baht.” 

Had many people decided to flee by then? 

 “Most of the rest of the village was doing the same.” 

 How many people made it out? 
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 “Everyone from Huay Yao made it out, not all the villages were so lucky.” 

How did you get out? 

 She ran more or less 2 miles towards Mae Sung, another Burmese village closer 

to the  

Thai border.  Thai military trucks had crossed the border and driven in as far as Mae 

Sung to help  

evacuate the women and children.   

The Thai army crossed into Burma? 

 “Yes, but The Thais were not seen by the Burmese.  Had they been seen they 

would  

likely have been fired upon.” 

Where was Tun? 

 As was the case in most homes, Tun stayed in the house to protect it as the battle  

continues.  Later that day he goes to the village monastery for a safe place to live and 

sleep.  

Neither army will harm people seeking refuge in the monastery.   

How long did Tun stay at the monastery? 

 “The fighting continued on for 2-3 more days.  He stayed in the monastery for 

two more  

months before coming to Thailand.”  

Was he able to check on the house? 

  Was able to check on the house nearly daily, but could not do much else for fear 

of  
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landmines.”   

 Both sides began planting mines after the battle was over, and of random gunfire.  

The  

mines planted by the Burmese were a tactic used to keep the villagers from fleeing.  The 

Burmese  

army could hide there because they knew the Shan would not fire on their own villages. 

 “The soldiers took whatever they wanted, generally rice and cooking oil.” 

How long have you been here? 

 The couple has been in the camp since it was created.  

Are you happy here? 

 “We have to be happy.  You can not do anything if you are not happy”. 

About halfway through the interview a neighbor came in with a small bag of cooked 

food. It was a donation, a gift.   

With no family who takes care of them? 

 Nang still occasionally works as a farmer for nearby farms.  She works with 

chilies,  

garlic, onions for the most part. 

 The camp supports the rice, oil, salt and sometimes seasoning powder.   Monks 

from the  

nearby monasteries also come to help on occasion. 

 All houses in the camp were provided by external aid. 

“ I think about the good times we had back in Burma.  We had a farm, a house…”. 
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Descriptions: 

 Nang has short silver black hair, hunched over, still has a glint in her eye, wearing a 

white blouse with tan dots and a long brown print skirt.  She quickly begins doing 

something else when her husband takes over the conversation, fixes the broom, starts a 

fire to boil water for tea, or visits with a neighbor, 

House – bamboo frame two rooms walled in with split woven bamboo, and a thatched 

grass roof.  Elevated of the ground a couple of feet, split woven bamboo floor.  Common 

room and kitchen in front.  Cooking urn sits on top of a few bricks on the bamboo floor.  

To the rear is another room.  No noticeable mosquito nets. A few knives tucked into the 

wall.  Photos of the Thai king on the wall, small Buddha shrine. 

Tun Kyaw, handsome man, very traditionally Shan looking. Oldest man in the camp.  

Very hard of hearing, and does not see very well either.  Wispy moustache and beard, 

long sideburns.  Wears the traditional tan Shan pants, jacket and head wear. Occasionally 

jumps into the conversation with stories about old Shan leaders.  He can not hear the 

progression of the interview, just interjects as he wants.  He is very friendly, and very 

willing to share his stories.  He sits cross-legged on the floor.  The calico family cat loves 

to sit on his legs. 

 

7 October 2010 

Interview notes, Sai Mong (nickname used to protect family, no photo available) 

Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

Sai Mong, 58, originally from Taungyi. 

*** Nickname is Sai Mong – he has family still living in Taungyi. If I reference name 

and town please use nickname. 

When did you first join the SSA? 

 Began “studying the revolution in 1977” at which time he joined the SSA.  At the 

time  
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there were many different rebel groups, but only 1 SSA. 

Current situation:  SSA-N 3rd and 7th Brigades have agreed to ceasefire agreement 

 SSA South is still fighting. Many SSA-N soldiers have fled to SSA-S of which 

the 1st  

brigade is the strongest with about 3000 soldiers. 

 Some members of SSA-S are in Peng Long. 

Past: 

 SUA - Shan United Army 

 SURA – Shan United Revolutionary Army, SUA  

Controlled liberated area on Shan Side of Peng Long. 

Became United MTA area. 

 MTA - Meung Thai Army, same as SSA, Shan State Army, English version.   

 Founded in 1985. First leader is Mo Hein, who was originally from SURA. 

Khun SA – was the leader of SUA. When Mo Hein dies Khun Sa takes over MTA. 

 Khun Sa is half Chinese, and many problems arise between the Shan and 

 Chinese in the MTA. 

 “Khun Sa was beginning to be afraid of being arrested by the Shan and handed 

over to Thailand or America.” 

 The Shan felt that Khun Sa made more opportunity available to Chinese members 

of his organization such as business opportunities. 

 “Khun Sa’s first enemy was the KMT.”  (Taiwanese) “Some KMT members were  

very strong in Shan State.  They were competitors in the opium trade.”  
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 Khun Sa and KMT battle in Laos.  ??? 

 Two of Khun Sa’s commanders were from KMT; Falang and Le Hung Chung. 

 “Most Shan trusted Moe Hein. Many Shan felt that equal opportunity between the  

Chinese and Shan was unfair.”  

 Problems begin to arise and just before 1996 the situation seems to get much 

worse. 

PRE 1996 

 SSA officers separate. 

 1. Leader of TRC, group of students consisting of 26 members separates from 

Khun Sa. Headed by Kan Ywot 

 2. Sai Yi also separates from Khun Sa and forms SSNA, Shan State National 

Army, which is not strong enough to fight Khun Sa and the regional government.  This 

results in a ceasefire agreement with the central government in 1996. 

 Many Shan MTA members join SSNA.  

 Khun Sa becomes worried about his own security and sends messengers to his 

liberated areas explaining that he would like to enter into negotiations with the regional 

government.  Most remaining members refused to surrender. Khun Sa argues that small 

part of the organization should agree to a ceasefire while the main group does not. Most 

groups do agree to the ceasefire seeing it as time to regroup and strengthen their forces. 

 Khun Sa sends his uncle, Khun Seng to Rangoon to discuss complete surrender in 

1996. 

 When this happens, Shan soldiers realize how close to the main camp the SPDC 

forces had come.  Some members had to surrender while others moved inside Thailand 

but refused to surrender. 

Years before. 
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 Sai Yi, Chief of SSA-S, and friend of Sai Leung and Yeot Sik, Chairperson of 

RCSS join SURA on the same day. 

1996 - Yeot Sik is commander MTA and refuses to surrender. To this day he continues 

the revolution. Used the name SURA until a conference with other SSA groups, now all 

are SSA. 

2002 - The area where the refugees are from had been surrendered by Khun Sa. In 2002 

Yeot Sik tried to retake the area.  He chose 20 May for the military operation he believed 

would take a day.   

 21 May 1958 is Shan Revolutionary Day. Yeot Sik wanted to celebrate with a 

successful operation. The operation took more than a month, and although some SPDC 

posts fall quickly, they regroup and counter attack. 

 SPDC expects locals to support SSA. During the attacks of the day, the SPDC 

shoots heavy guns, 81mm, into the villages below the hilltop bases. Houses are burned, 

destroyed. Many civilians are injured in the fighting, one dies.  Anything that is left 

behind was taken; motorcycles, trucks, food.   

 Men were arrested for suspected SSA supporters, others are killed.  Some bodies 

are found cut into pieces. Villagers are forced to leave.  They are not allowed to cross the 

Thai border, so they cross to the temple, whose land borders Burma.  People are fleeing 

on a daily basis. 

20 May 2002. 

 Closest village to Thailand is Bang Kam Kaw, just on the Shan State side. 

 2nd – Bang Mai Sung, 1.5 Kilometers from Thailand 

 3rd – Bang Hawk, 4.5 Kilometers from Thailand 

 4th – Huey Yao, 5.5 Kilometers from the border 

 These villages sit in the bottom of a long valley, fighting breaks out 

simultaneously as  
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SSA troops attack various hilltop positions. 

 All villages have since been destroyed. SPDC destroyed them and took the metal 

roofing. 

 636 people arrive at the first camp. Some Chinese villagers join relatives in Peng 

Long.  Some villagers who are not able to flee through the fighting to Thailand move to 

other parts of Myanmar. 

 At first the refugees are settled in Wat Nong Kok and a Shan temple in Ban 

Chong.  After 3 months the refugees from Nong Kok are sent to live in Ban Chong.  They 

lived in long plastic tents with 7-10 families in each. There was only one kitchen for the 

whole community. 

 “At 7 am a bell would ring and the whole community would come and get food.”  

The group stayed in Ban Chong for nearly a year. 

 The current land belongs to Wat Fa Wiang Inn. Villagers from Kam Kaw and Mai 

Sung would normally come to this temple because they did not have one in their own 

villages.  Devotees from Bang Hawk and Huey Yao would also come here to celebrate 

larger occasions.  They moved to the current site in spring 2003, 11 months in Ban 

Chong. 

 The monks, temple community and villagers new each other well before the 

attacks, which is why they were allowed to come here to live. 

 Is there anyone around who was responsible for making the decision to bring the 

community here? 

 Monk Sao Ku Jor now in Peng Long temple was part of the group who made the 

decision to settle the families here. 

 When the community was resettled at WFVI the Thai Burma Border Consortium 

(TBBC) provided the same kind of plastic tents. The community lived in them again for 

nearly a year.  Kitchen arrangement was the same. 
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 A year later the Burmese Relief Center (BRC) was able to build toilets, a 

warehouse to  

store food, a main water tank and water pipes. 

 That year the Jesuit Refugee Service built water tanks for washing. 

2003 – The TBBC donates building materials for individual family buildings. 

How long have you been the Head of Village? 

 He was chosen through public debate in 2002.  The community seems to be happy 

with his performance. 

 “But I am 58 and would like to retire.” 

Where did you learn to speak English so well? 

 Has an English and Burmese education.  Attended convent school in Taungyi 

where he was taught English. St Anne’s kindergarten thru standard 2, then St Teresa for 

boys. Stayed there until half way through grade 4 at which point the Burmese 

government forced schools to change curriculum to Burmese language.  Began to study 

Burmese in grade five. 

 Spoke primarily Burmese at home.  Schools were not officially allowed to teach 

Shan so people would learn in temples. 

 After grade 8 he went to science school at #1 State High School in Taungyi. Had 

to move here to attend. 

 In 1973 joined the Institute of Medicine in Mandalay. 

1977 - Joins SSA, at the time many students were demonstrating against the government, 

and schools were often closed from 73-77. He was still in his 2nd MB. 

1974 – Shot in the leg by the police while demonstrating in Mandalay 
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1978 - After basic training Sai is assigned to the security of vice Chairperson Sao Ong 

Bong, who is killed in fighting in 1978.  Sai is shot again in this battle.  Then goes on to 

study in the political  

training group of the SSA. 

1979 – SSA had planned to move South.  Sai was an ordinary soldier.  He is sent to the 

Thai border to attend transceiver (Moscow style) repair. He soon becomes head of the 

department. 

1983 – Is relocated further into Shan State in the same position. Unity of Shan groups.  

Section head comes to office of Moe Heing in Ban Mai Sung. Sai stays here a year and is 

moved to Bang Kam Kor. 

What are your responsibilities as the Head of Village? 

 General promotion and development. 

 Income generation. 

 Work with NGO’s 

 English teacher for grade 5 and 7. 

 Domestic conflict negotiation. 

Who supplies food to the camp? 

 “The TBBC provides rice, oil, salt, Asia Mix powder, sugar and charcoal. Other 

food comes from money earned mostly as day labor on local farms (leeches and garlic).“ 

Is it easy for people to work outside the camp? 

 “During the Thaksin govt. it was much harder.  There were more arrests. This 

govt. seems to be much easier, there have been no arrests.  This camp is not officially 

recognized as a refugee camp. It is know as a ‘temporary shelter.’” 



	   	  
	  

	   206	  

 Sai feels the Thai govt. does not want a permanent Shan camp inside Thailand.  

Thaksin had business with the Burmese govt. he didn’t want to upset the Burmese. 

 “The community also does not want to be officially recognized.  They would have 

to build a fence around the camp.” 

 “It would be worse than people in jail.” 

“This way our kids can attend regular schools and there is some sense of normalcy and 

decency.” 

“The community is also not interested in trying to relocate to a third country.  If they do 

they will never be able to return.  They would all like to return to a free Burma.” 

Do you speak for everyone in that statement? 

 “Most of the older people would like to go back to Shan State only if there is a   

political change; autonomy and self-democracy.” 

 “If the children have to live here long term they will know very little about Shan 

State.” 

Do children here have Thai citizenship? 

 “No, they are born stateless.” 

Without ID cards they can work locally but not leave. 

11 October 2010 

2nd Interview notes, Sai Mong 

Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

NEVER DISCLOSE THE SOURSE. 

Sai was part of the MTA and SSA. Many of his associates are still working with 
Yeot Sik.  These sources provided Sai with this information. 

Sai Mong, 58, originally from Taungyi. 
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*** Nickname is Sai Mong – he has family still living in Taungyi, If I reference name 

and town please use nickname. 

Sai Mong was 2nd Division when he joined TRC. 

2nd STORY 

Sai Mong at the end of our first interview mentioned to me that there was a “2nd” story he 

wanted me to hear.  This story is what was happening behind the events surrounding 20 

May 2002. 

Pre 2002: 

 - UWSA has greatly expanded following the surrender of Khun SA. 

 - Yeot Sik had not been attacking the UWSA. 

1983: 

 - Sai and Yeot Sik are very close. The two first met in 1983 in Ban Mai Sun. At 

 the time  

Yeot Sick was an infantry commander.  Every infantry unit eventually would have to 

contact Sai to fix their radios. 

 TRC, Thailand Revolution Council, 2 groups formed in 1983: 

 1. group of 26 student members led by Khan Yeot. 

 2. all SURA and a few members of SSA 2nd division (only 1 SSA at the time 

 its army is known as TRA. 

1985 - TRC and SUA unite in 1985.  Khun Sa led SUA at that time. 

2002 – Yeot Sik wants to retake land surrendered by Khun Sa. 
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 - The Thai government has a plan to attack the UWSA, which is becoming 

 increasingly stronger and is seriously involved in the opium trade on the  Thai 

border. 

- Thaksin wants to slow the drug problem. 

 - The Burmese regional government wants to weaken the UWSA.   

 - The two sides develop a secret plan to allow the Thai military to enter E. Shan 

State to attack UWSA near Meung Yawn, a well-known drug area. 

 - UWSA has cease-fire agreement because they want control of the border. 

 - Meung Yawn is also a UWSA stronghold.   

 - Thais need help from SSA-S for geographical information and coordinates of 

UWSA bases for artillery strike. 

 - In return for this assistance, Thailand will provide arms to SSA-S. 

 - The Burmese not to get involved, but rather will retreat a little allowing the Thai 

 military to attack. 

 When the fighting breaks out: 

 - SSA engages Burmese army. 

 - UWSA attacks the SSA. 

 - Thai military shoots artillery at the Burmese and the UWSA.  The SSA 

 provided coordinates for both locations rather than just UWSA. 

“The plan of Thaksin and the Burmese government didn’t make any sense. It did not 

work.” 

This event preceded the invasion of this area.  The arms provided to Yeot Sik. 

At the time the SSA-S had about 7000 troops. 
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Current Chief of Staff for SSA-S is Sai Yi. 

 When Khan Yeot separates from the MTA (headed by Khun Sa), Sai Yi is a 

commander in the MTA.  He separates to join Khan Yeot and form SSNA. 

 - Khan Yoet becomes Chief of Staff for SSNA, but is badly wounded in a car 

accident.  

 - Sai Yi becomes the number one leader of SSNA. 

 - Eventually the SSNA signs an absolute surrender, becoming a ceasefire group. 

 - Sai Yi burns trucks of SSNA and joins Yeot Sik. 

Yeot Sik, Chairperson SSA-S 

Sai Yi, Chief of Staff SSA-S (has family in Peng Long) 

Main base near Mae Hong Son Province. Loe Tai Laeng.  

7 October 2010 

Interview notes, Sai On (nickname, request not to use photo) 

           Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

 

Sai is 41.  He has been married for 13 years.  The couple has one daughter, 10 years old. 

Where are you from? 

 Sai is originally from Lai Kha, Southern Shan State. He was born and lived here 

until he was 17. 

Do you have any schooling? 

 “I attended school through grade 7.” 

What was your childhood like? 
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 Lived at home with his parents, both of who are Shan.  The family owned a 

restaurant. 

Are your parents still alive? 

 His father has already died; his mother is living with his sister in Taungyi.  

How many brothers and sisters do you have? 

 There are nine brothers and sisters in total, he is #7.   

Where are they now? 

 “Most are still in Burma, some are here in Thailand.” 

Why did you leave school? 

 He left when he was 13 or 14, 1982-3 to work, help his family.   

 “The economy was not good and I did whatever kind of work he could find, 

mostly on a daily wage.”   

Could you give me an example of what kind of work you did? 

 “I worked as a spare man on a bus and a garlic farmer for example.”   

How long did you do day labor? 

 “This continued for 20 years.” 

How did you come to live in this area? 

 “In 1996 the army asked local farmers to leave their farms and move into town.  

You really didn’t have a choice.” 

Why were they asked to move into town? 

 “Villagers were suspected of providing support to the rebels. The army gave the 

us 3-4 days to leave the village.” 
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Where you allowed to take anything? 

  “We were allowed to take what they could including livestock and carts.” 

What became of the villages? 

 “In some cases villages were burnt.”  

 “If a family had many cows and buffalo you could return to get them but you had 

to bribe the soldiers. There were cases of farmers sneaking into their own villages to get 

their livestock; those who were caught were often shot.” 

 “If someone was killed it was left unexplained.  You could not blame anyone.  

People had no value.”  

 *** This was immediately following Khun Sa’s surrender.  

How did you get to this area? 

 He came here for many reasons, His wife is from the same town he is.  After 1996 

the couple knew they could not stay in Lei Kha.   

 “Too many Burmese soldiers had moved into the village.” 

    The couple took what they had and moved into the suburbs.   

 We had no idea how to make a living here and were forced to sell everything we 

had.” 

How long did you stay in the suburbs? 

  Stayed here for 1-2 years. Eventually they decided to come to Bang Kum Kaw 

next because they had relatives living here.   

Could you give me an example of something that made you want to leave? 

 “During the harvest season of 1995 I was helping to harvest the rice.  As we came 
into the village we saw three Burmese soldiers. We knew we needed to hide.  The 
soldiers were looking for chickens to eat.  The solders were about two blocks from our 
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hiding spot when they came to the house of a young girl who was mentally not 100%.  
They rape the girl and leave.“ 

 “A female relative went into the house and found the girl.  The villagers asked her 
what happened and she told them.  When she calmed down she recanted.  The Head of 
Village asked her to go to the general as she was, without changing her clothes.”   

 “She went and the general didn’t believe her.  Where there any witnesses?  The 
villagers asked the general to take a good look at her.  He blushed and angrily asked the 
girl to identify the soldiers.  She was able to identify one of the three soldiers.  This man 
was beaten. The family of the girl was paid 2000 Kyats and asked not to pursue further 
action.” 

When did you arrive in Ban Kun Kaw? 

 Arrives in Ban Kun Kaw at the end of 1996.   

What were you doing for work then? 

 Continues doing random day labor.  

When were you married? 

 Were married in 1997. Know each other for a little over a year at the time. 

Where are you living? 

 The couple lives in a house he built with relatives.  

Who controls this area at the time? 

 The Burmese military control this area at the time. 

Original area vs. Border area 

 “Area around Lai Kha is much more rural, closed to most of the outside world. 
Whatever happened here was unknown.” 

 “Anything that happened here on the border was quick to appear in international 
news.  The Burmese military would control themselves more here for their own sense of 
dignity.  We are so close to peaceful Thailand.  Generally this are is much more peaceful 
than where I am from.” 

 “Men in Lai Kha are often taken as porters. Most come back, however those who 
carried on the front line often did not.” 
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Does anything like this happen on the border? 

 “Here on the border vehicles are often taken to carry goods.  My brother in law’s 

truck was taken to carry goods when I was working as an assistant. This happened with 

such regularity that soldiers would rotate through trucks.” 

Where the owners ever compensated? 

 “Owners were never paid, at times we actually had to pay support to the soldiers 

on top of letting them use the truck.  Truck owners would happily support poor soldiers 

who were honest about their salary and background. If they were poor and honest, it was 

ok.” 

 “Others were not as kind and would demand things like whiskey, cigarettes..” 

Were you generally happy during this time? 

 “Not as happy as I wished to be, but I was ok.” 

Do you speak Burmese? 

 Speaks Burmese well. Learned Burmese at school but learned Shan at home. 

 “The MTA still held influence in town.  At times the Burmese army had to respect 

them.” 

Where you ever associated with SSA? 

 Sai On was associated with MTA/SURA as a village representative.  When 

village needs to speak with Shan rebels he is the one to do it. 

How did you get this position? 

 Villagers chose him for the job. He was one rep. of a few because of his travels 

working as a spare man on the truck. Served in Lai Kha, but not in second village. He 

was in his mid 20’ s-30 during this time. Had friends in MTA. 

20 May 2002, 4:17 am 
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Can you describe what happens this morning? 

 “I awoke to the sound of a gunshot.  I checked on my wife, daughter (just over a 

year old), younger sister and mother in law and told them to get down.” 

What is the house made of? 

 Woven bamboo. 

How does the morning progress? 

 “Gunfire continues until dawn.  The house is just below a military post held by 

the Burmese army. There is just a road between it and the house.”  

 “Shan soldiers take over the post, Burmese soldiers retreat down the road past his 

house.  Gunfire follows them.” 

Which Battalions were in the base? 

 There were four rotating battalions: 225, 525… can’t remember the others. 

 “At the time the Burmese base was not much more than a security camp.” 

 SSA-S was attacking. 

 By sunrise the SSA had taken the hill.  

How did you know? 

 “We could clearly hear Shan being spoken in the base.” 

Initially Sai had thought the Burmese soldiers were drinking and shooting weapons. 

 “By sunrise I could clearly see what was happening.  I went outside onto  the 
street. Villagers were coming down the road through the valley towards Thailand. Some 
were already injured.” 

 “A young girl (about 15) and her grandmother were killed by some kind of 
artillery which landed right behind them.  It was about 60 meters from the house.  The 
girl died immediately.” 
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 “A larger hilltop main base still held by the Burmese was firing artillery on the 
smaller base just taken by the Shan. Many landed near my house and in my compound.” 

 “Many shells fell on civilians on the road.  The soldiers would have easily been 
able to tell the difference between civilian and soldier.” 

 Just past 6 am he asks his wife to leave with the baby.  A little later on, more 

people from other villages are now heading towards Thailand. He sends his sister and 

mother in law with them.  Sai remains in the house. 

 “At one point, the Head of Village’s house, just next door to me, was hit by some 

kind of bomb.  Debris from the explosion hit me in my house” 

 At this point Sai decides to leave. From his house to the Thai gate was 200 

meters.  When he arrived, the Thai soldiers were not letting refugees in through the gate. 

The Thai soldiers suggested they pass through the valley just behind the security post and 

up the other side to the temple.   

 The injured were not allowed in either until orders came down from the Thai 

generals. 

Where you and the others under fire as you fled? 

 “Everything was coming at us; artillery and machine gun fire.” 

Where there any injuries or deaths? 

 “Seven people were injured and three died.” 

 Thai trucks were not in Myanmar, rather waiting at the bottom of the hill. 

What time was it when you arrived in Thailand?  

 “It was around noon.” 

What did you take with you? 

 “We took only the clothes we had.  The Thai military checked everyone at the 

temple for guns or drugs.” 
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 After the fighting was over the villagers were given 2-3 days to go back and get 

belongings.  SSA allowed them to come in.  They could take only what they could carry, 

no cars, and no motorbikes. 

Did you go back? 

 “I went back and grabbed blankets and things for the baby.” 

Sai moved to this camp on 26 April 2003. 

Would you like to go back to Burma some day? 

 “With stability and no military rule I will go back.” 

 

11 October 2010 

2nd Interview notes, Sai On (nickname) 

Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

 

How much money could you expect to earn a day working as a day laborer? 

 2 types of day labor: 

 1.  Agreement to work from 8-5 for a fixed amount of money. When labor was in 

demand = 150Thb, otherwise 120. 

 2.  Employer hires a team of workers for a farm/specific project. Pay depends on 

how quickly they finish, set amount/job. Not as common as #1. 

Could you live well on these wages? 

 Yes, he could live well on these wages. 

 “Here the income is better.  In Myanmar neighbors would help each other rather 

than hiring people.” 
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 When he was working as a spare hand on the truck he was working for his father-

in-law so pay was much better than otherwise.  He would also help his wife at home. 

Do you have any ID? 

 No ID as he was a negotiator and soldier. 

 

9 October 2010 

Interview notes Nang Ying 

Sean McGann, Chris 

 

Nang Ying, real name, 42 on Burmese ID.  

Where are you from? 

 She was born in Mong Su, Southern Shan State, a hill town. 

Do you have any family as in brothers, sisters, mother, and father?  

 Has two older sisters and a younger brother.  All are still in Myanmar.  Both 

parents have died. 

When did your parents die? 

 Mother died when she was young, father died 15 years ago of “sickness”. 

How long did you live in Mong Su? 

 She lived in Mong Su until she moved to Ban Kam Kaw 9 years ago.  

What did your parents do?  

 “My father was a farmer, mainly rice.” 

How big is Mong Su? 
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 “Mong Su is about the same size as Peng Long.  It is known as the second ruby 

land of Myanmar.” 

Were your parents both Shan? 

 “My father was Chinese, my mother was Shan.” 

Do you have any education? 

 “None at all.” 

Did you work when you were younger? 

 “I worked as a farmer since I was very young with my family.”  Mostly slash and 

burn farming on the hillsides.” 

How much rice could you produce in a year? 

 “On a good year we could produce 30 ban of rice.” I ban = 8 buckets (about 2.5 

gallons) 

Was this enough rice to feed the family for the year? 

 “No, it was not enough, we would have to buy rice for 5-6 months each year.” 

When did you get married? 

 Was married at around 17 years old to Than Tun, who was originally from Mong 

Nim village. 

How long did you date before you were married? 

 “About nine months.” 

How long were you married for? 

 “Nine years.” 

Where did you live? 
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 “We remained in Mong Su working as farmers.”  

Were you happy during this time? 

 “Yes.” 

Did you have any children? 

 They had 2 children, a daughter and a son. 

Where are they now? 

 “They both live in Gong Lam village, Thailand, working as farmers.” 

What was the situation like in Mong Su with the army? 

 “Mong Su was quite calm under control of the Burmese army.  There were few 

problems, but we were occasionally asked to clear land for them.” 

When did you leave Mong Su? 

 I left Mong Su ten or eleven years ago.  Came to live in Huey Yao.  It was hard to 

make a living in Mong Su and was trying to get to Thailand. 

Did your husband come with you to Huey Yao? 

 “My husband died four years before that. He was sick.”  He was about the same 

age as she. 

Did you take him to the hospital? Do you know what he died of? 

 “We didn’t take him to the hospital. He was addicted to opium at first, then 

heroin.  When he couldn’t get heroine he went back to opium.” 

How was he taking it? 

 “He would smoke and eat it.” 

How long had he been using opium? 
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 “He had been using for about 5 years.” 

How did he get into the drug? 

 “He was working with friends who used it.  I think he was spending time with 

them at night.” 

You were now raising two children on your own. What did you do? 

 “I went to live at my mother in law’s house in Mong Su.” 

What was life like before your husband started using opium? 

 “Life was good before he started using.”  He would make extra money digging for 

rubies. 

Would you be here if it was not for his addiction? 

 “I wouldn’t have left Mong Su if he was a good person and didn’t use the  drug.” 

How often would he use? 

 2-3 times per day. 

Did you ever use the drug? 

 “No, there were enough problems with one of us using.” 

She moves to Huey Yao.  Children stay in Mung Su until she marries her second 

husband. 

What were you doing to support yourself here? 

 “I was working on farms for the daily wage.” 

Where did you live when you arrived? 

 “I had no place to stay so I asked a local family if I could stay with them.” 

How long did you stay with them? 
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 “I was there for a little over a year when we had to flee.” 

What happened the day you had to flee? 

 “A fight broke out and bombs started falling.  They did not fall into Huey Yao, 

but into the hills on each side of town.” 

Villagers  fled to the monastery in Huey Yao. 

How many people were at the monastery? 

 “Most of the village.” 

As the bombs and guns get closer to the monastery many of the villagers begin to flee.  

Nang spends a night in the monastery before she decides to flee. 

When did you finally decide to leave? 

 I left around 10 am the next day with a group of people.  We walked to the gate.” 

Were there any dead or injured in the road? 

 “We say 3 dead people, but I am not sure if they were villagers or soldiers.  We 

were too afraid to look, we just passed bye.” 

 As the group walked to the gate there was fighting going on all around them.  Met 

Shan soldiers along the way who questioned them if they were Burmese soldiers or if 

they knew where they were before letting them pass. 

Was the fighting near you?  

 “The walk was fairly safe. We were not being shot at but there was fighting in 

other places.” 

Did you take anything with you? 

 I had a backpack full of clothes. 
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 “The Thai soldiers stopped us at the gate and checked our belongings for illegal 

goods.” 

They were then let in one at a time through the main gate.  The group was taken by truck 

to Ban Jong Monastery. 

 Nang meets her second husband at Ban Jong camp.  They have been married 

almost 8 years. 

What is his name? 

 “His name is Luong Yang.  It is a Shan name but he is Karen.  I do not know his 

Karen name.” 

How old is he? 

 “46.” 

The daughter who lives with you is from this marriage? 

 Mo Yoon, whose name means ‘smiling lotus’ is four years old. 

Did you give her this name? 

 “No, she was named by Luong Law who is a Shan traditional literate person.” 

What does your husband do? 

 “He works as a daily laborer on local farms. Speaks Shan.” 

Does your daughter go to school yet? 

 “Yes, she goes to nursery school.” 

Does she have Thai id? 

 “She has a birth certificate issued by the local Thai hospital. On it her name is 

Saun, given to her by the nurse.” 

What do you hope for your child? 
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 “If she could get a Thai ID card then I would like her to stay here, otherwise I 

would like to move back to our land.” 

Are you happy here? 

 “We can’t do anything even if we are not happy here.” 

Before you came here were you concerned with the political situation in Burma? 

 “Before this battle I had no concern for the political situation. All we had to focus 

on was making a living.” 

Do you feel any resentment towards your husband or either of the armies involved? 

 “No, all I wonder is why this happened and why we had to flee.” 

Do you know why this happened? 

 “No.” 

 

10 October 2010, Wat Peng Long 

Interview notes: Gai Song 

Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

Gai Song, 41 years old. 

**** Asked not to be photographed because he still travels between here and his family 

home in Myanmar.  ALSO do not use name of village in the project. 

How long have you been a monk for?  

 “I have been a monk for 20 years, and a novice since I was nine years old.” 

 How old are you when you become a monk? 

What is your ethnic heritage? 

  Shan or Thai Yai. 
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Where are you from? 

 Originally from Lang Kuh, Southern Shan State.  Lived in Myanmar as a novice 

for four years. 

Do you have any siblings? 

 “I have eight brothers and sisters. I am the middle child.” 

Where are they? 

 “All of them are at home in Myanmar.” 

What do your parents do? 

 Parents were farmers. 

When you were there was Lang Kuh a fairly safe place? 

 “Yes, the area was generally safe. But there were always problems when it was 

under the  

control of Myanmar” he says chuckling. 

Did you decide to become a monk on your own, or was did your parents make the 

decision? 

 Mutual decision. 

When did you first come to Wat Fa Weing Inn? 

 He was thirteen when he first came to Thailand to serve at WFWI. 

How did he know about WFWI? 

 “There were monks from my town who had been to WFWI.  It is a teaching 

monastery  

with a great reputation.” 
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Were you sent here buy your home monastery or did you come on your own accord? 

 “I made the decision to come on my own.” 

 Spends 1 year at WFWI.  Then studies further at Pechaburi monastery for ten 

years.  Comes back to WFWI as a teacher for a year.  Moves to a temple in Chiang Mai 

for 2 years.  Then goes to Wat Theun Monastery in Chiang Dao for two years.  

In 1999 returns to WFWI for another year.  In 2000 the former abbot of Wat Peng Long 

dies and  

he takes over. 

 This is a Shan style temple. The majority of his ‘flock’ is Shan. 

When and how did you first become involved with refugees? 

 “Before 2002 many lay people from the other side would come to the temple in 

Peng  

Long regularly.” 

 The former abbot of Wat Peng Long had the highest office in this region, Jao 

Tamboon. When he died, the people chose Gai Song not only to replace him as abbot, but 

as Jao Tamboon also. Therefore he was the right choice to begin working with refugees. 

How did your role in the current refugee situation develop? 

 “Most refugees were sent to Ban Jung originally where they stayed for over a 

year.  This  

became a problem because there were too many of them.” 

 “A series of meetings between representatives from the military, monastery, heads 
of town councils, and the Thai authorities took place.  The council formed a committee to 
look for a place to relocate the refugees.  The Thai  authorities suggested  that the 
refugees be sent to Loi Lum, four hours from here.  There was already a small 
community of refugees living there. Representatives of the monastery and town council 
did not agree with this choice because in the season it would be difficult to support them 
as the roads get bad.” 
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Where is Loi Lum? 

 Loi Lum is inside Burma, but in a safe area protected by Thai Soldiers. Really? 

 “The only other place available was the current land.” The Thai authorities agreed 

to this as long as the refugees did not interfere with local jobs and stability. 

Has this situation worked out so far? 

 “It has been a good relationship so far.  The camp has to report to the Thai 

authorities  

every month on education, population and which organizations come to help.” 

Do you know why the Thai authorities do not officially recognize this camp? 

 “I am not sure why the Thai government doesn’t want to officially recognize the 

camp. In my opinion it is probably because the Thai’s have enough camps and refugees 

to deal with already.” 

 Goes on to offer the following suggestions as to why the camp is not recognized: 

 - Believes that the Thai gov’t does not approve of the teaching of Shan to the 

young people. 

 - Feels that the Thai govt. resents foreign aid going directly to the camp as   

apposed to coming from them. 

 - Believes that the Shan are easier to control because of the cultural similarities 

with the Thais. 

What was the land being used for before it was a refugee camp? 

 “The land was being used as a mango and leechie plantation which was owned by 

the monastery.” 

Did anyone object to keeping the refugees there? 
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 “There were no objections. The committee was largely Shan.” 

Is WFWI responsible for anything to do currently with the refugees beyond providing a 

place for them to live? 

 “WFWI is responsible for schooling, orphans and the nursery.” 

Where there any conditions of use for the land? 

 “Each year of the stay on the land has to be approved by the committee.  WFWI 

put no conditions on the use of the land.” 

How many committee members are there? 

 Eleven including him. 

 “Peng Long was the main base of the SSA under Zao Ku Tsa  more than 20 years 

ago.  The Thai govt. didn’t really reach here.” 

General notes:  

Gai Song wears the traditional orange robes, although at least the top rob seems to be 

made of silk rather than cotton. He sits on a green woven mat.  Shaven head. People at 

the camp warned us he could be hot or cold but today he seems very willing to share his 

story.  The temple is teak, traditional Shan Style. 

 

10 October 2010 

Interview with Leung Seng Meung 

Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

Leung Seng Meung, real name, ok to use. 67. 

From Pang Yang, Wa State. 

Are you Wa or Shan? 

 “100% Shan.” 
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What do you do? 

 Leung was a “Politician working for the Shan people, first in the Shan State 

Progress Party, then in the SSA – North.” 

 Currently retired. 

He offers that he is ‘Thai Lue’ a specific type of Shan. 

When did you first become a politician? 

 “I first joined in 1963 when the SSPP was led by Sao Shur Noom.” 

 Sao Shur Noom was the son of Shan aristocracy from Pang Yang. 

 “At the time it was know as SSIA, Shan State Independent Army. The SSPP did 

not exist yet.” 

How old were you when you joined? 

 19. Sao Shur Noom was 14 at the time. The two served together. 

What did your parents do? 

 “My father was a judge under the Shan Sao Pa (Shan aristocracy).” 

 The man who ruled the area, Sa Shur Noom’s father, Jao Mung Leik was 50/50 

Shan/Wa. 

 “My mother was a housekeeper and a farmer.” 

Where you well off? 

 “We were comfortable, not rich.” 

Do you have any siblings? 

 He is the oldest of 4 sons. 

How much school did you finish? 
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 Attended boarding school in Lashio until 7th grade. 

How would you describe your childhood? 

 “It was a very good, peaceful time.  People could make a good living, until the 

arrival of the KMT in 1952.” 

 The KMT came to Pong Yang. Some Wa began moving south to the Salween 

river, including his family and the head of village. 

Why did you feel that you had to leave? 

 “The KMT would rob and torture the Wa and Shan.  They were being chased by 

Mao Tze Tung’s communist party in China.” 

Where did you end up? 

 “We resettled in Meung Gao Lung, 25 miles north of Tan Yan.” 

 A group of students in Tan Yan formed the Young Men’s Association. The 

association was actively studying Shan history. The group became active in Nam Lao 

where they began to provide assistance to villagers with funeral donations,…  This meant 

they were also supporting the SSIA indirectly.  They knew this. 

 They also began to directly support SSIA by spreading flyers. 

 In 1962 the first leader was Sao Mung Goot, then came Sao So Num, both 

descendants of Shan Aristocrats. 

 In 1963 Leung joins SSIA with 6 other men. Many are from Mole Khan Houng.  

Eventually more than 200 join. 

 Were picked up by Sao Sun Tien at Bang Ni. 

 “We were given 3 months military training in Sao Sun Tien’s Brigade, then 

assigned to go to Loi Ze area.” 

 At the end of 1963 he was coming in for a regional meeting in Meung Heng. 
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“Ne Win was asking for a ceasefire.” He was staying at a base in Kengtung.  

 Leung is promoted to 3 stripes and is not in charge of 12 soldiers. 

Was there something that you did to get promoted? 

 “I think it was because of my actions in a small fire fight. “  

 “Thieves were also very active in this area and we chased them off.“ 

 Leung is referring to the battle of Ho Nunam Ma in which his group was allied 

with the Wa, fighting Burmese soldiers from Bang Yan Mang Seng. 

 By 1966 he is promoted to one star. = general.? He has been seeing fairly 

consistent combat until then. Now responsible for 30 soldiers. 

What happened after your promotion? 

 “I was assigned to a base high in a mountain range. I am not sure what we were  

protecting. I’m not sure what were the objectives.  There were no villages, no silver 

mines.  Battles with the Burmese would take months.” 

 Were allied with the Wa. 

 “The Burmese had heavy artillery, we only had a machine gun.” 

Did you enjoy being a soldier? 

 “It was not easy. There was always a lack of food, and we did not have enough  

weapons.” 

Retired in 1996. 

  By this time he had reached the next level up from major. The job became mostly  

administrative as he moved up.  Also worked as a NDF representative. 

 MTA is now with Khun Sa, with whom Leung worked. His group was one of the  
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units that surrendered with Khun Sa. 

 “After Khun Sa’s MTA surrender I was not satisfied.” Leung sighs and looks very 

sad. 

Goes on to give a brief history of the SSA. 

 “In the beginning there were many parties, one of which was the SSRC.  The 

SSRC joins with the SSPP to become SSUPC, Shan State United Patriotic Committee.” 

 The MTA is under the SSUC. 

 In 1991 SSPP is led by Sa Sai Leik while the SSRC is led by Khun Sa. Agree to  

consolidate power.? 

 During this time there was a conflict between the Shan and Chinese members.  A 

group led by Sao Gun Yoet separates in 1994 from the MTA (uses MTA and SSA as the 

same) and becomes the SSA-N 

 After Khun Sa establishes himself he had about 5000 soldiers. 

Who were the soldiers who left? 

 “Mostly Shan soldiers. Khun Sa was Shan. He was afraid the Shan would revolt.” 

 Before the split he estimates that there were 30000 soldiers and 10000 office jobs. 

What caused the split? 

 “Internal problems.  Chinese officers were often given preferences in business.  

Khun Sa was very interested in people he could ask to develop business. Often these 

people were Chinese while the Shan were doing hard labor.” 

Why is it that Khun Sa wanted an independent Shan State, but seemed to prefer the 

Chinese? 
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 “Khun Sa’s father is Chinese.  He was the mayor of Loi Moe. His mother is Shan.  

People believed he was Shan. He knew best how to make money and feed an army.  

People really believed he was the real leader.” 

 “In the mid 90’s I was about 70% sure the SSA would regain an independent 

state.  There was hope!  Most people shared this hope.  At the time even all of the ethnic 

minorities living in Shan State believed Khun Sa would regain independence.” 

Do you believe the surrender was selfish? 

 It takes Leung Seng a moment to answer this.  He taps his fingers on the rail of 

his porch and gets very quiet. 

 “In my opinion I think Khun Sa was not the right person to fight for the 

independence of Shan State.  He would easily believe those under him. He was 

depressive.” 

 “Khun Sa did not have the firm target. If he was the right person he would have 

stood firm.” 

How will this surrender affect the future of the Shan resistance? 

 “Initially many were very depressed. Later many realized that Khun Sa was not 

the right person. He was primarily a businessman. He could feed the arm the army.” 

He seems to think the movement is regaining momentum. 

Are there enough young people to continue this work? 

 “I think that there will be enough Nor Den Kuh (new bamboo) to replace the 

generation because they are preparing.  They are opening schools in the north and 

beginning in the south.” 

What are they teaching in these schools? 

 Teaching Shan, Burmese and English in NSS and English and Thai in SSS. 

 “I can’t estimate to what extent these people will be successful.” 
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1000 SSA-N became border guards, 4000 remain. 

 

11 October 2010, Wat Peng Long 

Interview notes: Pan Ya Bon Sri 

Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

Pan Ya Bon Sri, real name, ok to use. 18, Shan.  

ASKED NOT TO BE PHOTOGRAPHED – difficult to go back 

Where are you from?  

 His family is originally from Meung Yang near Leika. When he was very young 

the family moved to Wan Jint. A battle broke out and they left.  They moved to Leika for 

safety.  Continued moving for safety reasons and ended up in Pang Long, central Shan 

State for two years. 

 He had been traveling with his parents, younger sister, nephew and grandmother. 

How old are you? 

 “18. I didn’t know how old I was until I came to Thailand.” 

Where is your family now? 

 Lives with his younger brother, sister and grandmother in the camp. His  father 

is still in the SSA in Wan Jint 

What about your mother? 

 Mother moved to Bet Lak almost 2 years ago. Then moved to Meung Kyawd, 

border city after a year in Bet Lak.  She was remarried in Meung Kyawt. 

Why did she leave there? 

 “The fighting did not directly affect Meung Kyawt, but the area became very   

restricted so many people left.” 
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How did you finally get here? 

 “My mother came through a border area called Nong Ouk.  She is now living with  

my stepfather in Meung Na.  They support us.” 

So you were here before the fighting broke out?  You are not here for the same reasons as 

most of the rest of the camp? 

 “I had been living here before the fighting. I came to study at Wat Fa Weing Inn.”  

 He completes his schooling here. 

 When the fighting broke out I was at another temple. The abbot of WFVI had sent  

him there to continue studying. He spends another year in BKK studying  as a monk.   

 When he returned to WFVI, 6 years ago, he disrobes because his grandmother is 

living in the camp with his younger sister. 

What are you doing now? 

 “I live here and support the family working as a day laborer.” 

Do you have a girlfriend? 

 “Not yet.” 

What do you do with your money? 

 “What I don’t need for myself I give to my grandmother.” 

What would you like to do with your future? 

He plans to enroll in a school run by the Shan Women’s Action Network in Chiang Mai.  

This is a 10-month program all in English. 

And after that? 

 “I would like to go to Mae Sot and continue studying computers, management and  
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teaching.” 

 Eventually would like to end up in College in Bangkok studying computers. 

Could you describe a typical day? 

 “I usually get up around 6, or earlier if grandmother is getting up for a Sabbath 

day. If  

there is work I am usually gone by 8.” 

Is the work fairly consistent? 

 “I work one day at the job. If the job is not finished we continue the next day.   

Otherwise employers call some one here to get people to work.” 

So there is an agent? Do they get any pay? 

 “The agent gets 10 baht/person/job.” 

How do you become an agent? 

 “The agent has to be friendly with the employer. He builds a close relationship 

with them.” 

Are there many agents here? 

 “Two. Sometimes they got to the job sight and work as managers.” 

What do you do after work? 

 “I usually work until 4:30-5:00. I come back, shower and eat. Sometimes I don’t 

even have time to bathe.” 

 Teaches English from 6-7, M-F. From 7-8 he goes to study grade 8 English for 

himself at the library. 

 Every 3 months they offer a test to progress up the grades. He generally 

progresses up every 3 months. 
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Are you teaching just people from the camp? 

 No, at times people from Peng Long also come. 

Anything after 8? 

 “No, I’m usually free unless it is my turn to study computers.” 

How often is that? 

 “Once a week from 8-10.” 

Are any of your friends here? 

 Two or three childhood friends are also living in the camp. One is still studying, 

the other teaches. 

What do you do when you get together? 

 “We spend time talking about teaching and what we want to do with our  lives.” 

Do you have any ID? 

 “No, none.” 

Why don’t you have Burmese ID? 

 “My mother did not apply for my ID in Burma.  She did not have the money to 

pay for it.” 

How much are they? 

 “Now they cost about 10,000 Kyats (about $10USD)” 

Could you get it if you went back? 

 “I would if my aunt helped me.” 

Would you like to go back? 

 “I would like to go visit, but not to live.” 
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If Myanmar was peaceful would you want to live there? 

 “I would want to finish studying here. Then I would love to go back.” 

Do you worry about not having an ID? 

 “Yes, it would be hard for me to travel. It would also be hard to continue 

 studying in  

higher grades without ID.” 

Do you need an ID to go to university in Thailand? 

 “You can go to university here without ID, but you can not apply for 

scholarships.” 

How do you feel about SSA? 

 “In my heart I would like the SSA to win so I can go back to Shan State.” 

 “My grandfather and father fought with the SSA.  My father is still with them.” 

Are you ever able to speak with your father? 

 “I have not spoken with him in over 10 years because in Shan State we do not 

have cell phones or regular phones, so we cannot contact him.” 

 His father cannot leave his hometown because he is in SSA. 

 “My parents did not want to separate. It was just not safe for my mother.” 

Do you ever wonder why your father didn’t chose to come with you? 

 “My father never told me. I used to ask. He has been a soldier since before I was 

born.” 

Were many families separated by war? 

 “This happened to many people in my village who had military fathers. Many   
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villagers left for safety.”  Speaking about Wa Jint. 

Why was Wa Jint not safe? 

 “There were many battles there.” 

 “People also left because other than the shootings, if a family had 2 sons, one 

would be taken as a porter. Villagers were also made to send food to the SPDC and were 

asked to be messengers.” 

Did this happen to your family? 

 “My grandmother was asked to be a messenger and my grandfather would be 

asked to carry things for the army with his ox cart.” 

Have many of your friends gone to help the SSA? 

 Pan estimates that 15% of his friends have gone to fight with the SSA, 5-6 people, 

3 from this camp, one from CNX and one from Mae La. 

Does the SSA recruit, or do young people find it on his or her own? 

 “The SSA does not recruit in Thailand.  It is the decision of the individual.” 

How do you join? 

 Restoration Council of the Shan State 

 Rcss.ssa@gmail.com 

 PO BOX 52,  

 Phrasing P.O. 

 Chiang Mai 50205 

 “Every member is not a soldier, but this is where you join SSA.” 

Are soldiers paid? 
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 “Soldiers in SSA earn 200THB/month.” 

 “You go for the heartbeat and willingness of the people.” 

Where did you get these documents? 

 Zao Ku Tsa, man buried on the hilltop. His son is an English teacher.  He gave 

Pan the papers. 

Are you thinking about joining? 

 “I plan to finish studying first, then I will make new plans.” 

 

16 October 2010 

Interview with Fidel Castro 

Sean McGann, Chris 

 

 Halfway through the interview it became apparent that Fidel was not at all 

comfortable  

with the fact that he had given me both his real name and his nickname, both of which 

were well known on both sides of the border.  The Karen whiskey we had shared over 

lunch with the other farmers was wearing off and I think he realized his mistake.   

 Throughout his interview there was an ever present, unlit cornhusk cigar, hanging 

out of his mouth.  I blacked out both names in my notebook and renamed him Fidel 

Castro.   

 He had no idea who this was when asked but seemed to like the idea. Karen. 

Fidel is 28 years old, but looks like he is in his mid to late 30’s. 

Where do you live? 

 Mae Plew.  This is a small refugee camp near Nohbo Academy.  
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Are you married? 

Yes, Fidel has been married to Naw Paw Ley Htoo for five years. 

Is she also Karen? 

 “Yes.” 

Where is she now? 

 “She lives on the Burmese side in a small village called Baw Paw Lay.” 

When did you meet? 

 “We met just before I became a KNU soldier”. 

Where are you from? 

 Fidel is originally from Jaw The Ley Koe on the Burmese side. 

What is this town like? 

 “It is a small village, with maybe 10 to 15 houses.  Everyone farms rice and long 

beans.” 

Are your parents still there? 

 “No, both of my parents died when I was eleven.” 

What happened? 

 “My father went to the farm and as he was walking home he died.”  He was 45 

years old.  

There was no doctor or clinic to determine the cause of death. 

What about your mother? 

 Fidel’s mother died of cancer 3.5 years ago. She raised him. 

Do you have any siblings? 
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 There were 6 children, 2 already died. 

How did they die? 

 1. “My older brother died in the war with the Burmese. He was a KNU soldier.” 

 2. Another brother committed suicide by hanging himself.  “He was married with 

two daughters and could not feed them.  He was thinking too much and drinking.” 

Have you ever been to school? 

 “No.” 

How far is it to your village? 

 “From here it is one day’s walk.” 

How long were you in the KNU? 

 Fidel was a soldier in the KNU for 7 years.  He left 3 years ago.  His number is 

still on the soldier’s list, which means the KNU still thinks he is an active soldier. 

How old were you when you joined the KNU?  

 “I joined the KNU when I was 13.  ( It turns out Fidel is not sure how old he 

really is.) I could not carry a gun when I joined.  My friends had to carry my gun (M-16) 

on long hikes in the jungle.” 

 His gun came up to his rib cage when he joined. 

Why did you join the KNU? 

 “ I wanted to die for my people.” 

Did you make this decision yourself? 

 Fidel wanted to do this for himself.  He knew where the KNU camp was and he 

went and joined.  He was given six months of basic training. 

 “If I die for my people during the war I am happy.” 
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Did your mother approve of this decision? 

 “She did not like this decision.  I told her I was leaving and that was it. 

How far was it to the KNU base? 

 “Three kilometers.” 

What did you take with you? 

 “I left home with four or five changes of clothes in a bag, no money, and a small 

plastic bag with rice and fish paste.” 

Did anyone else go with you? 

 Three other people went with him, friends of his who were older.  One has 

already died of suicide. He shot himself after his wife left him for another man. 

What was life like in the camp? 

 “Three am wake up, hard training, running, then we would come back to the base 

to cut bamboo for our huts.  In the afternoon we would clean our guns.“ 

Who trained you? 

 Former American soldiers trained Fidel.  He remembers two male former army 

rangers, and three female trainers. All wore KNU uniforms and some spoke broken Thai 

and Karen.  

 “The women were also volunteers from America who led afternoon runs.” 

 “The Karen trained in the USA to fight against the Japanese.  We are very 

friendly with American soldiers” 

 “American soldiers loved to help us.” 

 The soldiers also taught them how to plant and remove mines. 

 The soldiers asked him why he joined, (he was so small at the time)? “I love my  
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people.”  The soldiers gave him the thumbs up and gave him training. 

What was the name of the base you were at? 

 He does not remember.  “It was too many years ago.” 

How many people were in this training? 

 “There were more than a hundred, mostly 16-18 years old.” 

How does the KNU get its weapons? 

 Not sure. 

What kind of weapons did you use? 

 “Some of us had M-16’s, with or without grenade launchers, others had the AK-

47. 

What did you carry? 

 “An M-16 with a grenade launcher, two extra clips, a knife, water, rice, and two  

uniforms, one cammo and one black.” 

Where you ever paid? 

 “No, I was never paid, I was a volunteer.” 

 No soldiers were paid. 

Who did you fight under? 

 I have to ask him this question twice.  He seems to be getting nervous. He takes 

his time answering the question, lights his cigar. 

 “I fought with Sakat. I was with Group 3 under someone named Kwe Thoe.  This  

group consisted of 12 people.”  KLLA – same as KNU. 

When did you first find combat? 
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 Group 3 attacked a larger group of Burmese soldiers and won. “I was very 

afraid.” The Burmese soldiers were shooting mortars at his unit. 

Did you kill anyone? 

 “I don’t know for sure.  The soldiers were too far away.” 

Did anyone die in the battle? 

 “Two members of Group 3.” 

 He basically spent the next seven years in the jungle looking for SPDC troops. 

What was the worst thing you saw in battle? 

 The Pan We War, which lasted 4-5 years.  

****This is the point in the interview where I cross out his name. He is clearly nervous 

and would like to stop talking about being a soldier. 

How did you break your wrists? (Both of his wrists have clearly been broken.) 

 “I climbed up a tree to cut posts and fell out.” 

What does the tattoo next to the scorpion say? 

 “I give to my mother my blood.”  

 Evidently he was drunk one night and had a friend do it.  He would not like to 

have it removed. 

Why did you leave the KNU? 

 “I have a family now and I have to take care of them.” 

When were you marred? 

 Fidel was married just after he left the KNU. 

How did you know you wanted to marry your wife? 
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 “I just fell in love and I knew it.” 

Do you have any children? 

 The couple have 2 daughters, six and three. 

When did you meet your wife? 

 He met here before or while he was in the army? 

Were you able to stay in touch while you were in the jungle? 

 “We wrote letters to one another.” 

How often did you write to her? 

 “I wrote to her once every 2-3 days.” 

Does she still have these letters? 

 “No, she burnt them when we were married because she was shy.” 

What did you do with the letters she wrote to you? 

 “I always carried them with me. I was so happy. I loved her so much.”  

 Fidel would keep them in his backpack and read them every now and then.  He 

always had them with him before they were married, but threw them out after.  

 They were married in Lub Buh Hun village, many people came to the wedding. In 

Karen culture both families help with the costs. 

Where did you live after your wedding? 

 He left the army 7-8 years ago.  The couple moved to Mae Plaw where they lived 

for a year.  In 2009 the Burmese army attacked and defeated the KNU contingent in the 

area and the couple fled to Thailand. 

Where do you live now? 
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 Bow Paw Lay. Where is this? 

Do you have any ID? 

 Does not have Burmese ID because he was in the KNU.  His wife also does not 

have ID because it was too far for her parents to go register the birth. Neither of their 

children have any id.   

It seems that most of Bow Paw Lay does not have ID. 

What do you do for work? 

 He stays on the farms 1-2 weeks at a time working as a day laborer.  He earns 100  

THB/day, which is not enough to feed his family. His wife does not work as she takes 

care of the girls.   

 “Rice is expensive.” 

 A 4-gallon bucket lasts the family about 2 weeks. 

 If I was working in Myanmar I would only earn about 50 THB per day maybe 60-

70.” 

Fidel stays in the small huts around the valley with family and friends. 

Why are you limping? 

 “Two days ago I was cutting down a tree and it fell on my leg. (Gestures that the 

tree is about nine inches in diameter). It still hurts, but I don’t care. I only care about food 

for my family.” 

General Description 

 There is a chicken in the trash can.  We have just finished lunch and 4 bags of 

Karen whiskey with the men who work Chris’s family farm.  Small teak/bamboo hut, 

basically a raised corn bin with a kitchen, farm tools and a few square feet to sleep. 

Myanmar is a half-kilometer from here and it is awe-strikingly beautiful. Mature 
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cornfields, silence, karsts, mist-covered mountains, rain covered mountains.  Saw has a 

scorpion tattoo from his elbow to his wrists and a floppy cammo fisherman’s hat and 

cammo pants. 

 

17 September 2010 

Interview with Eah Poe (nickname, fled DKBA) 

Sean McGann, Chris 

 

What is your full name and age?  Feel free to use a nickname. Karen. 

Please use nickname Eah Poe, 22 years old. 

Where are you from? 

 “I was born in Pe Thaw Row village and lived in Pe Thaw Row until I joined 

DKBA in 2009.” 

Do you have any other family/are they still alive? 

 Has 2 older sisters, 2 younger sisters and 1 younger brother, all of who are still in 

Pe Thaw Row. 

Are your parents still alive? Where are they? 

 His mother and father are both still alive, at home. 

What do/did they do? 

 They owned their own farm, which was a good size. 

 

Is your family Buddhist? 

 “Yes, Everyone in my family is Buddhist.” 

Do you have any schooling? 
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 “No, I never went to school, I stayed at home to help with the farm.” 

 “The DKBA has a saying, ‘for every house, one soldier.” 

Was the DKBA in your town? 

 “Yes, there was a group of DKBA soldiers under the command of Chamooba.” 

Was the Burmese army there also? 

 “Yes, there was also an SPDC camp.“  

How many of each? 

 “There were 12 DKBA soldiers and 6 Burmese soldiers in my village.” 

How big was your town?  

 There were over 100 huts and he estimates there were around 2000 people. 

What were relations like between the town people and the DKBA? 

 “Relations seemed to vary, if you complied ok, if not life could get difficult, 

abuse,… “ 

Did you know any of the DKBA soldiers in your town? (NOTE) I think Saw 

misunderstood this question. 

 “Two of my friends became DKBA soldiers, eight others fled to Thailand.” 

Why did you join the DKBA? 

 It seems like it was mostly from peer pressure.   

 “I did not want to go.  If your family had the money they could pay to keep their  

sons out  - but it was too expensive.” 

 “If you don’t have the money you can join for a year only.”  When he tried to 

leave they would not let him go. 
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What would happen if you did not go? 

 “If you don’t give the money you definitely go, otherwise they will come to abuse 

your family.” 

Did you know much about the history and politics of the DKBA before you joined? 

 It does not seem like he knew much at all about the group. 

Had anyone in your family ever been in the DKBA? 

 No, he was the first under the one house one soldier policy. 

How long ago did the DKBA been in your town? 

 “They arrived about 14-15 years ago.” 

Was your village told who they were or what was happening? 

 “No. The DKBA just started giving orders.” 

How did you join the DKBA? 

 Under pressure he went to the local base and signed up. 

What did you do while in the DKBA? 

 Would spend 3-4 months at a time living in the jungle, looking for the KNU. 

They never shot at each other. 

 “We understand each other, we are both Karen, we do not want to fight one 

another.” 

How did you avoid fighting one another? 

 His unit of the DKBA would communicate via radio with the KNU troops.  They 

would share each other’s locations so as not to fight.  If one group was given orders to 

move into a certain area they would tell the others in advance and they would retreat. 

So you never actually came into conflict? 
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 “No, I never had to fight.” 

How many people were in your unit? 

 Saw was part of Brigade 999, 300 people, under the command of General Pa 

Neweʹ′e (former KNU). His immediate unit consisted of 12 soldiers including himself and 

one commander. 

Was life in the jungle hard?  Did many people get sick? Was it hard to live? Did you eat 

well? 

 Eyes light up a bit at the last part of the question and he smiles a bit.  

 “We were hunting all of the time so we ate really well.” If some one got sick they   

would be sent back to base 999. 

What type of Karen are you? 

 Saw is Karen.  Sekaw (Burmese) or Shao (Karen language) Karen. 

What was the relationship like between the DKBA and the SPDC? How could you avoid 

fighting the KNU at the top levels?  

 Orders came from the Burmese military.  

 “Those who do not fight the KNU fight the Burmese.”  

Where does the DKBA get its weapons? 

 Originally they had their weapons from the split with the KNU.  

 “Sometimes when the bullets were gone General Pa Neweʹ′e buys the bullets.” 

How does the DKBA fund itself? 

 “It gets its money from logging.” 

The DKBA is not involved in the movement or production of Yaba (methamphetamine)? 
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 Not sure. “If soldiers were caught drinking too much or taking Yaba they would 

be killed.” 

 Saw knew of someone who was caught taking too much Yaba and ordered shot.  

They caught him, took him in to see a general who decided to execute the soldier.  He 

was allowed to visit with his family first. 

Why are they killed for taking drugs or using alcohol? 

 “Some people take the drugs and can not control themselves in the villages.  They 

can do bad things in the villages.” 

When did you leave the DKBA? 

 August 2010. 

Why did you leave? What is the name of the border guard force? BGF? 

 Saw’s unit was part of the ceasefire agreement.  

 “I left because of the uniform. I did not want to wear the Burmese uniform.” 

Where you with the same group of men from the beginning? 

 “Yes.” 

What did they do? 

 “Ten of the twelve of us fled.” The commander and 2 men agree to be border 

guard. 

What happened to the others? 

 Of the ten, 3-4 went to Bangkok to work.  “Others are in the area.” 

How did you leave.” 

 “The leader did not let us go.” 

What are you afraid of? 
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 “If I am caught I may be jailed or killed.” 

So how did you leave? 

 A different leader told them that if they did not want to be Border Guard they 

could go.   

Saw and 2 other friends spent four nights in the jungle hiding and traveling by night 

towards Thailand.  At this point they new they were going to Thailand. 

Did you take your weapons with you? 

 “No. We did not take our weapons or uniforms because we were not KNU.” 

Do you feel safe here in Thailand? 

 “Yes.” 

Would you like to go see your family?  Would you have to sneak back in? 

 Saw at this point says he is afraid of me, of this interview. He is afraid he will be 

seen online and his family will have problems. It is now that he asks to go by his 

nickname. 

What did you carry in the jungle? 

 “I carried an M16, a knife, water and six extra magazines.” 

What is your plan now? 

 “I want to find a job in Thailand and make some money.  I want to go see my 

family, if not I want to bring them here.” 

Are you married? 

 Yes, he was married two years ago just before he entered the army. 

Where is your wife? 

 She is in his hometown. 
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Does she know where you are? 

 “No.” 

Does she know you are alive? 

 “Yes.” 

“How does she know?” 

 “I asked a friend to tell her.” 

Where you able to see her while you were in the DKBA? 

 He was able to visit my family on 2-3 days off after the 3-4 months in the jungle.  

Also if some one got sick you may be able to go home for a few days. 

Do you have any children? 

 “Yes, I have a three month old girl.” 

Have you ever seen her? 

 “Yes, I saw her once just before I left the army.” 

Who takes care of them? 

 They live with his mother. 

Do you think you will ever go back? 

 He would really like to go to live with his family but doesn’t think he will be able 

to because of the DKBA. He is always listening for news from the other side. 

Did you come to this place specifically? Develop this question. 

 Yes, he traveled to Bla Ley Klo where is this? first but could not work. So he 

came here to work on the farms.   

Did you know people here? 
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 He has relatives who live in the area. 

Who owns this farm? 

 He does not know, but he lives in Paw Pu La Pu, Thailand.  

How much do you make? Develop this question. 

 Saw makes 80 Baht per day. If you eat your own food you make 100 Baht per 

day. 

Where do you live? 

 He sleeps at his aunt’s house. 

General Description 

Saw seems very kind hearted, soft spoken, polite, reserved. Very kind face and smile.  

Definitely a little shy at first, but aware that he has already said he wants to do this 

interview.  Wants to tell his story but the eyes really speak of fear and trying to trust me.  

He has that look of a rural farmer, honest, sincere,.. the kind of person you could hand 

over the reigns of you farm to for a year and everything would be accounted for and 

exactly as it should when you get back. I suggest a couple of bags of Karen Whiskey after 

the interview and he seems to relax a lot.  We shoot the shit and become friendly.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   	  
	  

	   255	  

20 October 2010 

Interview notes, Mary Htoo 

Sean McGann, Chris 

Mary Htoo, real name, 39 years old from Hoe Key Village, Tangu Division, Unit 2 KNU. 

Karen. 

1971 – Burmese army comes to village and evicts everyone.  Relations with the  Karen 

were difficult with the Karen. 

 “At that time the Army would shoot Karen with no reason.” 

1984-85 The villagers had moved to a new location and rebuilt huts.  This new village is 

known as Tha Au Buh. 

 Army moves in and burns the whole village to the ground. 

 Villagers flee to the jungle and build small huts. The huts were spread out a bit.  

Some move into a cave. There are probably 20-30 houses in this new settlement, about 

200 people. 

How long did the villagers live in this situation? 

 She lived in her small temporary shelter for 10 years. The entire village stayed for 

10 years.  They would cut wood and scavenge for food. 

 “I grew up running in the forest because of the military.” 

Was the KNU in the area around Tha Au Buh?   

 Yes the KNU lived in the jungle near the village. 

Was there a lot of support for the KNU in the village? 

 There was little food in the jungle so the KNU would support us.” Also would 

supply medicine. 

 There was also a KNU built clinic and school in the village.   



	   	  
	  

	   256	  

 “Soldiers would shoot and kill any Karen.” 

Who did you live with? 

 She is the oldest of three children. 1 sister, 1 brother, parents were also alive. 

How big was the hut? 

 About 10x10. Lifted off the ground and built with bamboo. 

How far into the jungle did you flee the second time? 

 “An hour from the village.” 

 “We were very afraid. At night we would hear a cow in the jungle and think it 

was the Burmese army.  We would run and hide.” 

 “The jungle was so dark at night that when you ran you had to hold onto the shirt 

of the person in front of you.” 

Constantly on the run. 

 “We heard from other villages that if the Burmese army caught us they would kill 

us.” 

How were you able to eat? 

 Villagers were able to plant rice in the jungle. 

Did everyone make it out of the village alive? 

 Yes. 

Why didn’t you simply move to another village? 

 “Other villages were fleeing also.” 

1995-6 Burmese army continues a campaign of burning villages. Mary estimates  that 

12-13 villages are burned in this year. 
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 In 95 the villagers from Thaw Au Buh return to Hoe Key village. There are now 

only 10 houses in Ho Key. Army had left. They stay here for 2 years.  

1997 – Moves to Gle Su Kyi village as the Army begins re occupying Ho Key.  Mary is 

married at 27 years old to Say Diluh.  The couple have four children.  They stay in Gle 

Su Kyi for 9 months.  They had relatives there. 

1999 – The couple settles in Malaku village, where they stay for 9 years. They work as 

day laborers on rice farms. 

Why did you leave? 

 “The Burmese military would ask for the tax. We could not pay.”  

 The tax was 15000 Kyats per year, but the military would very often come down 

from the mountains and ask for more money and food. 

2006 – The SPDC executes three villagers for suspicion of supporting the KNU. One was 

shot, 2 had their throats cut. 

2009 – Mary decides to leave Burma. Arrives in Mae La 26 December 2009. 

Where is your family now? 

Mary’s Mother stayed in Hoe Key.  “She did not want to run.”  She was too old. Both 

parents have passed away.  One brother and one sister are now here in Mae La. 

Does your family have any supplementary income? 

 Mary’s husband works occasionally as a day worker. “I have not education, so no 

job.” 

Are you happy to be here? 

 “We are happy here.  We can relax and sleep well.” 

Have you applied for your UN refugee status? 

 No.  None of them speak English so they are afraid to leave. 
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20 October 2010 

Interview notes, Mu Wah 

Sean McGann, Chris 

 

Mu Wah, real name, 30, also from Guni village. Karen. 

She arrived in Mae La 1 January 2008. 

- Taken from her participation in interview with Saw Pley Lay. 

How many people lived in your house? 

 Seven people, her parents and four siblings. 

How many of these people were working? 

 “Four.” 

Could you estimate the total household income per month? 

 “About 5,000 Kyats.” 

 “Sometimes the military would take it all.” 

- Following is from her own interview. 

Could you tell me about your childhood? 

 Her family members were all rice farmers. She is the youngest of four sisters. 

 “There was a school in town but we did not have enough money to go.”  The 

school was  

free but the family couldn’t afford the supplies, uniform… 

 “I was very happy as a child.” 

 “My friends and I would catch the ducks and play in our yard.” 
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Was there enough to eat? 

 For the first time in the conversation Mu’s face lights up a bit and she sits up. 

 “At that time everything was perfect.” 

 “When the Burmese came in and began asking for the tax we did not have 

enough.”  

 Burmese arrived in 1995 when she was about 15. At that time the family lived in 

a small hut made of bamboo and thatched with teak leaves. The hut had one room and 

everyone slept together. 

Are you married? 

 When Mu Wah was 18 she was married to Moung Thein also 18 at the time.  He 

lived in the same village and they had been friends their whole life. Moung was a farmer 

also. 

Mu’s parents died when she was 10 years old. 

 When the military arrived the villagers were asked to leave the village.  The army 

was trying to cut them off from the KNU.  All of her sisters moved to other villages.  Mu 

and many other villages moved out into open fields where there was no water and trees.  

The new settlement was a two-hour walk from Guni. 

What did the army do with Guni? 

 “Left it there.” 

Do you have any children? 

 Yes, we had four children. 

How did your husband die? 

 “My husband went to the forest to find some food.  The SPDC caught him and  

suspected him of working for the KNU. They took him to the office.” 
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 “He was abused. How abused we do not know.” 

 Paw Mu Hehey, a friend of Mu’s say Moung get caught and told her the news.  

By the time she received the news Moung was already dead. She is still not exactly sure 

how he died. 

Who buried the body? 

 “The Army.” 

 Mu was not allowed to see her husband’s body before he was buried.  She is also 

not sure where the grave is exactly.  She has never seen it. 

Did the army ever admit to the killing? 

 “The army never said anything.” 

 The only reason she knows this story is from other villagers who saw it happen. 

Moung died in May of 2006. 

Did anyone say anything to the army? 

 “If you say anything they will kill your whole family.  If they want to kill us they 

can without any reason.” 

What did you say to your children? 

 She told them that he was dead and told them how he had died. At the time they 

were 10, girl, 8, girl, 7 boy, and 5, girl. 

Mu lived next door to Saw Plew Lay. 

Mu stayed in Guni for two more years working as a day laborer on farms. 

 “I could not earn enough to feed my family.” 
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 She decided to leave in 2008.  It took the family 20 days to walk to Thailand. 

They had to walk a little slower because of the children.  There were others traveling with 

her. 

Did you know about Mae La before you came here?  

 “No, I did not know anything about Mae La. I only knew I needed to get to 

Thailand.” 

Do you have any other form of income here? 

 Mu is not able to work outside of the camp.  She has no one on the outside 

supporting her and no other form of income. She has no income. 

So you only eat the rationed goods? 

 “Yes.” 

What were you given for this month?  

 Rice, oil, charcoal, fish paste and Asia powder.  

 “Its not enough.”  Friends loan her food from time to time.  

Do you want to go home? 

 “No, never.”  Mu would like to go to a 3rd country but she is afraid because she 

does not speak enough English.” 

Are your children in school here? 

 Yes. 

How do you imagine your future? 

 “I’m not sure because there is no work.” 

General notes: Mu’s eyes and body language look sad at all times during these 

interviews.  Her head is generally bowed and the muscles in her jaw twitch often. 
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23 October 2010 

2nd Interview notes, Mu Wah 

Sean McGann, Chris 

 

Mu Wah, real name, 30, also from Guni village. Karen. 

Who were the other people walking with you? 

 “I met them along the way.  They told me to follow them, that they were going to 

Mae La.” 

Where they related to you? 

 “No. They were from other villages. They were running because the military had 

attacked their village.” 

Your youngest was 2 at the time. You must have had to carry her much of the way? 

 “I carried her, and held my son’s hand. He was three and a half then.” 

What was the walk like? 

 “We would begin at 6am.  Every hour I would have to take a 10-minute rest.  We 

would sleep in the jungle under a tree. It was the dry season.” 

How did you carry your daughter? 

 “I carried her in a blanket on my back.” 

Were you carrying any food? 

 “When I left I only had about three days worth of food. Others helped us out 

along the way.” 

What was your physical condition when you arrived to Mae La? 

 “When we arrived I could no longer walk my legs hurt so much.  Everyone was 

sent to the hospital.” 
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Were you ok? 

 “The doctor gave the children medicine for parasites.  The youngest was sick so 

she was given Paracetemol.” 

Wah Shaw Moo, 10 Mu Wah’s daughter. 

Do you remember any of this journey? 

 “Just walking and sleeping in the jungle.” 

Where you scared? 

 “I was scared.” 

Did you want to leave? 

 “No, I wanted to stay.” 

Are you in school here? 

 She is in school now, seems very happy with it. Is in grade 1. Has new friends. 

Classes  

are in English and Karen. 
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20 October 2010 

Interview notes Saw Plew Lay 

Sean McGann, Chris 

 

This is his real name.  Saw is 25 years old. Karen. 

Where are you from? 

 Guni Village, Neo Ley Bin Division, Karen State, controlled by KNU Division 3. 

Plew Lay lived here all his live until he came to Mae La. 

 “When I was young Guni was a big village with about 90 houses and a thousand 

people.” 

What did most people do in Guni? 

 Most were rice farmers. 

How many harvests could you get per year? 

 1 year = one harvest. 

1995 - When he was about 10 years old the Burmese Army came in and began abusing 

the people. 

What was life like before the SPDC? 

 “Life was peaceful, but after the Burmese came there were many problems.” 

Who controlled the village then? 

 “The head of the village.” 

Was he a good leader? 

 “Yes he was a good leader.” 

What was his name? 
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 “His name was Soe La Bwe, which means full moon.  He was killed by the   

Burmese army when I was ten.” 

What happened? 

 “The military called him into the base for a meeting. When he arrived he was 

killed.” 

How was he killed? 

 “With a knife.” 

By one person or by many? 

 “By many.” 

Do you remember what time of day it was? 

 No. 

Where were you? 

 “I had to take care of the cows.” 

How many cows did you have? 

 5 

Did you enjoy taking care of the cows? 

 (Smiles) Yes he did, relaxed in the fields. 

Why was he killed? 

 “He was seen visiting the KNU camp by the military, so they thought he was a 

 volunteer.” 

Was he a volunteer? 

 “Yes he was a volunteer. He wanted to take care of the village.” 
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 Villagers and the KNU often had a very friendly relationship.  Villagers would 

help provide food and the KNU would help with medicine and food when needed. 

What group of the SPDC did this? 

 “SPDC Unit 590” 

How many soldiers are in this unit? 

 200-300. 

Do you remember the name of the commander? 

 Boe Tun Tun, 3 stars. 

Was Soe La Bwe married? 

 Yes. He was married to Na De Moe.  They had 5 children. 

What happened to the body? 

 “The Burmese military dug a grave near the base.” 

What did the military have to say about the killing? 

 “At first they said nothing. After a week they admitted to the murder. They gave 

not reason.” 

Was there ever a funeral for him? 

 Yes, eventually there was. 

How did everyone in the village feel about this? 

 “All of the villagers were very upset. They wanted to fight but had not power or 

guns.” 

Did anyone file any kind of complaint? 

 “We wanted to but we didn’t because we were afraid of the army.” 
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Do you remember the date he was killed? 

 Beginning of the rainy season (June) 1996. 

What happened next? 

 The Burmese army asked the villagers to choose another Head of Village.” 

Who did they choose? 

 Say Be Wah. 

Why did they choose him? 

 “If you have a village you must have one leader. The villagers liked him, he was a 

good man.” 

Was he afraid to take the job? 

 “Yes he was, but the villagers wanted him to take over.” 

Was the army happy with this decision? 

 “Yes they agreed.” 

How did the village’s relationship with the army develop with the new Head of Village? 

 “There were good relations with the army, but the army had all of the power.” 

 The Burmese army then met with the new Head of Village and requested the 

household tax be collected. This was nothing new. 

How much was the tax? 

 “3000 Kyat’s per month per house.” 

 “We gave them the money because we didn’t want to be hurt, but inside we did 

not want to give.” 

Could you estimate how much was an average monthly income per household? 
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 Not sure. 

When did you leave your village? 

 2009. 

How many people lived in your house? 

 He and his wife and 3 children, 2 girls, one boy. 

How much money were you making at the time? 

 He estimates he earned about 10000 kyats/month.  Owned his own farm and 

would work for 1000Kayats/day on other farms. 

And you paid the tax? 

 “Every month, every month.” 

 “Other times they would come down to the village and demand money. You 

would have to pay again.” 

 “The Burmese are very bad. Sometimes they would come to the village and 

demand money or a chicken.  If the villagers didn’t have it they would hit them.” 

Was there enough food to eat? 

 “If we didn’t have enough rice we would borrow from one another.” 

After you paid the tax was there enough money to eat? 

 Both answer almost at the same time. “No it was not enough.” 

What could you buy with the money you had left? 

 “We would buy fish paste, salt, chili and rice if we needed it.” 

 “The army would also take our food if they needed it.” 

Were either of you ever involved with the KNU? 
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 No. 

How far was the KNU base from town? 

 About a 3-day walk. 

 “Every year we would give food to the KNU, we loved them.” 

Before the SPDC did the KNU control the area? 

 “At times they would come to the village and help us with medicine, but they 

would leave when the army came.” 

Did anyone ever not pay the tax? 

 “No, everyone paid we were too afraid.” 

“Every time the army needed to do a project they would use volunteers from the village.” 

Could you give an example of this? 

 We would have to help build and office, build living huts, or a fence around the 

base. 

How many days or weeks a month on average would you be volunteers? 

 Usually 1-2 days a week. Not paid. Not fed. “We would usually eat water, rice 

and fish paste we brought from home.” 

The army also had a one house – one volunteer policy. 

Why did you decide to leave your home? 

 “We were abused by the military.” Referring to the villagers as a whole rather 

then his family specifically. 

Saw Be Wah was also killed in 2003. 

Why? 
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 Same reason as the first Head of Village.  The KNU would help the villagers. 

 “They tied his hands behind a post and cut his eyes out with a knife while he was  

still alive, then finally stabbed him.”  

Did anyone see this happen? How do you know this? 

 “Sometimes the Burmese soldier would have a good heart and would come to tell 

the villagers what happened.” 

Had Saw Be Wah been working with the KNU in any way? 

 “Saw Be was working with the KNU.” 

Why did the villagers love the KNU so much? 

 “We are the same ethnic group and we love one another.”  KNU and villagers 

help one another with food and medicine; it is a very good relationship. 

 Saw Plew Lay left Myanmar in 2009 with his family.  He walked towards 

Thailand for 15 days with his family. 

 “On the way we met with other people.” 

How did you eat during this time? 

 “We brought rice with us and would buy food at villages.” 

 At the time his children were 6, boy, 5 boy and one and a half, a girl, who was 

carried.  

 The family eventually arrived at Do Na Mtn. in Myanmar on the Thai border and 

crossed at Cominee village in Myanmar near Mae La. Cominee is a two-hour walk from 

here. 

 They arrived in Mae La on October 9th 2009. 

Are you happy to be here? 
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 “Two months ago we got the rations book. I am happy, it is very quiet.” 

Would you ever like to go back to Burma? 

 “I don not want to go back to Burma. I am really happy to live here and I if have 

the opportunity I want to go to a third country.” 

 

21 October 2010 Ou Thu Ta 

Interview notes No Da and Mue Poe 

Sean McGann, Chris 

No Da, 29, from Pe Thaw Row (same as Saw They) and mother-in-law Mu Poe, 60, from 

Pa Ka. 

Speaking with Mu Poe. 

Did you come together? 

 Yes. 

Do you own this land? 

 No. The family rents about 50 acres for 15000THB. 

How much do you make of this much land? 

 “One harvest each year earns about 40,000THB, which is shared by 5 people.” 

Where you farmers in Burma also? 

 Mu Poe’s family had a big rice farm in Burma . 

Why did you give it up? 

 “The taxes were too high.” 

Who were you paying taxes to? 

 10 – 20,000 Kyats/year to KNU 
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 DKBA – 5-7000 Kyats/month 

 SPDC – 5-7000 Kyats/month 

 She estimates the total bill at 150000 per year. 

How much would the farm earn? 

 60,000 Kyats. 

Was the KNU in your village? 

 “Yes. If we needed help we could go to them.”  

How about the DKBA, where they there also? 

 “We knew all of the DKBA. They wear the Burmese shirt.” 

Speaking with No Da. 

Do you have any family? 

 “There were 10 siblings including myself. Now there are only 4.” 

Where are they? 

 “One is in the DKBA, 3 work here.” 

What happened to the others? 

 “Four died of Malaria.” 

Is there a clinic near your home? 

 “Our home was a day’s walk to the nearest clinic.  Sometimes we did not got to 

the hospital because would not have the money so we had to let them die.” 

What happened to the other two? You mentioned that 6 siblings died. 

 “My sister, Naw Re Dey, died at 19. She was carrying bullets in the jungle for the  
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Burmese army.  She was not fed.  When she got back she got very sick and died.”   

 This was 1990. 

Did she have to work for them? 

 “She was not given an option.  The house had no door on it.  One night the 

soldiers came in and told everyone to get up. ‘We will shoot you if you don’t carry 

bullets for us.’” 

What time was it? 

 9 or 10pm. 

What about the other sibling? 

 “My brother, Pa No No died at 26.  He was taken the same night as Naw Re Dey.  

He came back a week before she did.  He had not been fed and had been beaten with 

boots and the  

buts of rifles. He died shortly after my sister.” 

 “We did not have the money to take them to the doctor.” 

When did you come here? 

 2 years ago. 

Why? 

 “The people in town were often abused. My brother was beaten by drunken 

DKBA soldiers  

4 years ago. His back is still in pain.” 

Are your parents still alive? 

 Yes they are at home in Burma.  “No one is there to take care of them.” The four 

who are here send money home. 
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Where is your husband? 

 “He went to Burma for a week to buy cows to sell in Thailand.” 

Was anyone in your family ever in the army? 

 No. They are all farmers. 

Would you like to go back? 

 “No we want to stay here. Our parents want to join us.  But this is not our land.” 

How did you get here? 

 “In the winter and hot season there is a temporary road through the jungle for 4x4 

use.  It is steep, with mostly dirt and rock and used mostly by the DKBA and Burmese 

military.” 

So how did you leave? 

 “We left in a car at 8 or 9 in the morning and drove to Company a village on the 

border in Landwe division. We paid 20 THB per person to the DKBA and  Burmese 

soldiers to leave Burma. From Company to here is an hour by boat.” 

Had you ever been here? 

 Mu Poe had been here before. She had come 6-7 years ago to visit 2 sons who 

were in Bangkok working illegally to support her. On that trip she met the man who owns 

this land. 
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21 October 2010 

Interview notes Saw Gleds Htoo 

Sean McGann, Chris 

 

Saw Gleds Htoo, real name, 62, Tagu District, Bwey Baw Derr village. Karen. 

Born 1948 

1975 – Burmese Army comes to Bwey Baw Derr and burns it down. Bye the end of 1976 

the village is completely destroyed.  Villagers flee an hour and a half into the forest 

where they live illegally from 1976 – 2006. 

1998 - was a horrible year. The military comes into the forest and finds the new  village 

the former residents of Bwey Baw Derr have built.  Army opens fire on the villagers and 

burns down farms and huts.  

 “It was like a war.” 

 “No one was shooting at the army, we had no guns.”  The villagers flee further 

into the forest, walking the whole day this time. 

Saw Gleds Htoo was 26 when the SPDC first came to Bwey Baw Derr. 

Where you ever married? 

 Married in 1979 in the new village. 

What was your life like before the first attack? 

 He was a rice farmer and grew beetle nut trees. He lived with his family, which 

included his parents and 10 siblings. 

 The family lived in a 20x20 bamboo house. They owned their own farm, about 3 

acres. 

Could you grow enough rice for the whole family on your farm? 
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 “Some years it was enough, other years not. It depended on the weather.” 

How big was Bwey Baw Derr? 

 “It was a big village with 30 houses and a primary school.” No clinic. 

Was the KNU in the area? 

 “From time to time the KNU would come down from the mountains and help us.  

They would try and encourage us not to be sad, to try and take care of one another as 

brother and sister.” 

Was it a surprise, or did everyone know the army was coming? 

 “The KNU told us the army was coming earlier the same day.” 

 The KNU had a spy, or some kind of advanced scout. 

What time of day was it when the KNU came? 

 Evening. “They told us that the SPDC would be here the next morning.” 

 The villagers left earlier the next day. 

Where were you when you heard the news? 

 Was in the village with his family. 

How did the news spread? 

 The KNU spy/scout told a friend in the village, this friend then passes the   

information from house to house.  

Do you remember how you felt when you heard the news? 

 “I was very afraid. They were our enemy also.’ 

 “The spy told us to prepare our bags, when the soldiers get closer, run.” 

Do you know if the Army had a history of burning villages? 
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 As far as he new the army had not burned any villages. 

What did you pack? 

 Clothing, food, a knife, but no water. 

Where you able to sleep that night? 

 “Some of us slept while others watched the jungle.”  He was able to sleep. 

When did you actually leave? 

 His family and the entire village left early the next morning.  There was  already 

just a little sunlight. He guesses it was about 6 am. 

 “The whole village left together.” 

Could you see the army coming as you were leaving? 

 “We knew the army was close, but we could not yet see them.” 

The villagers could also judge the progress of the advancing SPDC by the sound of 

gunfire between the SPDC and the KNU who was trying to defend the village. 

 “We were sure the army would burn down their village, it was in the black zone 

and they had very close relations with the KNU.” 

What happened when the army arrived? 

 They burnt down the village and set up camp on the edge of the village.   Stayed 

outside the village for 1 or 2 days.. 

Was everyone able to get out of the village? 

 “Yes, everyone got out. The old people were carried.” 

Where you able to see the village from your hiding spot in the jungle? 

 As they fled the villagers came to a hilltop from where they could see the burning  
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village.  

How far did you go? 

 He estimates they walked for two and a half hours to a place where they decided 

to spread out and set up small huts. 

The Burmese military did not follow them. 

You were marred in the jungle? 

 Was married to Naw Too Too, now 57 in 1978, three years after fleeing into the 

jungle.  

She is here in Mae La with him. 

Had anyone been to this area of the jungle before? 

 “Yes, we had been here to cut wood and bamboo.” 

How many children do you have? 

 Four girls and one boy in the middle. 

Where they born in the jungle? 

 Yes, all were born in the jungle, there was no clinic, had local medicine or 

modern medicine if the KNU had visited. His mother helped his wife have the babies. 

First child was born in 1979. 

1998 - Saw Gleds Htoo is 50. 

What happened in 1998? 

 At times the Burmese military would go to the forest for wood or bamboo. One 

day they  

found the village and came and burned it down.  Assumed relations with the KNU. 



	   	  
	  

	   279	  

How many soldiers came? 

 He guesses there were about 250 soldiers who came to burn the village down.  

 Say Gleds Htoo and his family fled again to the forest.  They remained in hiding 

from 1998 until 2006. They moved often staying in one place for anywhere from 2 

months to a year at the most.  He estimates that he lived in more than 10 different places 

during this time. The villagers traveled in small groups to avoid detection and help one 

another. 

 It would be cool to speak to his children about this time! Oldest would have been 

19 when they fled. 

 In 1999 he is living in Pey Taw Roe village.  DKBA has just been formed, none 

here.  Stays here for a year living with villagers. Working in the fields. 

 In 2000 he moves back outside Buey Baw Derr village.  Military is still in this 

area and he has to keep moving away from them. 

 2006, has had enough and comes to Mae La.  He would like to go home but there 

is no opportunity. 

 “I could not find a safe place to settle.” 

Do you remember the name of the SPDC unit that burned down Buey Baw Derr village?  

 Does not know exactly who it was. Only saw them from far away. 

Do you know who was responsible for burning the second village in the jungle 

 “Unit 26 of the SPDC was responsible for the burning of our village.”  

 They are still around today. 

Do you know the name of the KNU group in the area? 

 KNU Unit II took care of the Buey Baw Derr area with over 400 soldiers. 

Where are your other family members now? 
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 3 siblings have died, seven remain.  Some are in Mae Ls Moo Camp, the 

 youngest is in  

Washington DC. Mother is alive, father died in 1985 of throat cancer. 

How were you able to eat from 98-06? 

 We would plant and grow food. Would also ask KNU for help.  Worked 

 occasionally. 

“I was very hungry for those years.” 

 

27 September 2010 

Interview with Saw Ler Lah, Silver Moe, Saw Helsu, Blezen, Say Htoo,  

Sean McGann, Chris 

INTERVIEW NOTES – SAW LER LAH 

Saw Ler Lah, real name, ok to use, 48 years old, Karen 

Where were you born?  

 “I was born in La Pu Ta, Irrawaddy Division.  This is south of Pathein, close to 

the ocean,  

 15 nautical miles to the sea.” 

How would I get to your village? 

 “You would have to take a boat from Pathein to La Pu Ta then a second from 

there to Than Chow Go.”  

How long would it take? 

 “If you left Pathein at 6 am you would arrive in La Pu Ta at 6pm.  Then it is 

another 4 hours from La Pu Ta to Thein Jen Ko.” 
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What kind of boats would these be? 

 “From Pathein to La Pu Ta would be a passenger ferry.  Then you would have to 

take a smaller boat to Than Chow Go.” 

Could you make the trip all in one day or would you have to spend the night somewhere? 

 “You could do the trip in a day.” 

What is La Pu Ta like? 

 “It is a fairly big city.” 

And how big is Than Chow Go? 

 “ There were more than 500 people before Nargis, but 300 died.” 

How did you come to live in Than Chow Go? 

 “My whole family moved to Than Chow Go in 1975. Before that we were living 

in Insein where I went to school.” 

Insein? Near the prison? 

 “Yes, I was born in Insein (the village near the prison).” 

Why did your family leave Insein? 

 “Business was bad in Insein so my parents decided to move to Thein Jen Ko.” 

What was your family’s business? 

 “We made light bulbs.” 

Why move to Than Chow Go? 

 “We wanted to get into rice farming.” 
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 Saw Ler Lah’s mother, father, brother and sister move remain in Thein Jen Ko 

full time while other siblings including Saw Ler Lah work jobs elsewhere and send 

money back to the family.   

 “We worked as day workers, we’d save money to buy more and more land.” 

Are your parents still alive? 

 “My father died in 1984 of malaria. He was over 50.” 

How much education did you have when you started working? 

 “I finished 7th grade at 14-15 years old.” 

How long did you remain in Insein? 

 “I worked in a shoe factory and other various jobs until 1991.” 

How many brothers and sisters do you have? 

 “8.” 

Could you tell me about any of the other various jobs you had while you were living in 

Insein? 

 “I took care of inmates who were building the road from Yangon to Mandalay.” 

What do you mean you ‘took care’ of inmates building a road? 

  “I was a guard.” 

Where you armed? 

 “No, I didn’t have a gun.” 

So how did you guard them? 

 “If someone ran away I would follow them.” 

Where there police guarding them also? 
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 Yes, they were police also.” 

 Remains in Insein until 1991. 

How was the farm going by this time? 

 “By now we had about 10 acres of rice farm.”  

How much would this yield? 

 “One harvest of rice a year would mean about 150 pounds of rice.  We would sell 

the seed.” 

What does the area around Thein Jen Ko look like? I’ve heard the delta is beautiful. 

 “There are many big streams and small rivers. It is fairly flat with some forest, but  

mostly it is rice farms.” 

How do people build their houses? 

 “People would build on land.  Houses are made of wood, with roofs of leaves. 

Others would build with bamboo. Walls were sometimes also made of leaves.”  

Are houses built on the ground or on stilts? 

 “Houses are built about 3-6 feet off the ground.” 

When were you married? 

 “ I was married in 1994. We have 3 children. One died at a year and 6 months.” 

What happened? 

 “He was born with a very large head. Inside there was water.” 

What is your wife’s name? 

 “Mu Doc” 

Nargis happens May 2, 2008 –by 9 am the wind was already blowing hard. 
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 “Everyone was in the village when Nargis hit.” 

Could you tell me about that day? How did it begin? 

 “I woke up at 6 am.  Everyone was up at that time.” 

What did you do when you got up? 

 “We have a small shop in the house which I opened at 6 am.” 

What do you sell? 

 “Snacks and cooking oil.” 

Was there any warning that morning of a storm coming? 

 “There was no warning that a storm was coming.” 

Was it normal to have a storm in May? 

 “Yes, every year storms come at this time.” 

So there was no warning whatsoever that a storm of this size was coming? 

 “On the radio the weather man said a small storm was coming, but it was just a 

normal  

storm and there was no reason to be afraid.” 

So it was just another normal day at 6 am? 

 “Yes.” 

How old were your children? 

 9.5 years and 11.5 years 

Where they in school? 

 “No, they were on holiday. They usually spend the days playing around the 

house.” 
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Had the rice been planted yet? 

 “No, we had not planted the rice yet. We usually do it in June.  Storms always 

come in May.” 

Do they generally cause much damage? 

 “No, nothing usually happens, the houses are strong enough.” 

Is there ever flooding in the village? 

 “The village floods every year during the rainy season, (June-Aug/Sep) but it is 

dry during the rest of the year.” 

 “In the village you can see the rise and fall of the tide.” 

Tell me what you did at 6 am other than open the store? 

 “I washed my face and had a light breakfast. We generally have a full breakfast 

around 11 am.  Today there was no cooking because there was too much wind to light a 

fire.” 

What was the weather like when you woke up? 

 “Cloudy, light rain, and windy” 

 “By nine am, really strong winds begin, the rain is heavy but there is no 

 damage yet.” 

Did it still feel like a normal storm at 9 am? 

 “Yes, it still felt like a normal storm.” 

Is there anything different about it yet? 

 “There were some leeks in the roof.” Saw fixed them that morning. 

This is not normal in a storm? 

 “No, it was the first time I had seen the wind take the leaves off the roof.” 
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What were the villagers saying? 

 The neighbors seemed to have agreed that this was still a normal storm. 

 Everyone stays at home for the most part. 

Was it customary to take any special precautions on a day like this? 

 “No.” 

When did you begin to think there was a problem? 

 “By noon the wind is very strong. I think it will destroy my home.  I make the 

decision to move my children to the church.” 

Where is your wife at this time? 

 “She had gone to visit her mother and father.” 

Why did you move the children to the church? 

 “The church was made of cement. By noon many families had done the same.” 

What was the weather like at noon? 

 “The sky was very dark, and there was heavy rain.” 

Saw Ler Lah is the head of the village and at 5:30 he tells everyone to go to the church 

and stay there. 

Was there any military presence in your town? 

 “No.” 

Did anyone come during the day from other villages to warn you of what was coming? 

 “No one came in from the outside during the day.” 

Is there power in your village? 

 “No, there is no electricity, only batteries.” 
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 By 6 pm Saw’s house had blown over, most houses in the village had blown over.  

There were maybe 2-3 still standing. 

What happens next? 

 “At 8 pm a second storm begins. The first had been blowing in from the SE to the 

NW.” 

What happened between 6-8:30 pm? 

 “At around 6 the first storm stops for around 30 minutes. Everything was still,  

but it was still raining.  That storm had winds of about 80-90 mph with heavy rain.” 

 “By 8:30 the ‘second storm’ begins with wind blowing exactly the opposite   

direction.” 

 “Around 8:30 before the second storm begins, the rivers are rising very quickly.” 

 “By 8:30 the water was 6 feet above ground level.” 

What was going on in the church? 

 “People in the church put benches and chairs on the stage and stood on them.” 

 “I was standing on the stage and the water was up to my chest. The stage was 3 

feet off the ground. There was about 6-7 feet of water.” 

 The water began to rise with the coming of the second storm.  It came in powerful 

waves.  From the account, the water rose the 6-7 feet within half an hour. 

It must have been dark, could you hear anything? 

 “We could hear the destruction.” 

At 8:30 the aluminum roof of the church is blown off.   

Was anyone injured? 
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 “Twenty children had been put up there to keep them safe from the water.  They 

were never found.” 

What was it like in the church? 

 “The water is very high.  There are probably 200 or more people in the church.” 

Where were the rest of the villagers? 

 “Some thought they could stay in the stronger houses.” 

It must have been pitch black? 

 “It was, but some of us had torches.” 

 The second storm would turn out to be “twice as strong as the first” with winds 

estimated at 160+ mph. It raged from 8:30-12:30. 

 “Inside the church we could hear the waves crashing against the walls.” 

How does the night progress? 

 “At about nine pm the walls of the church collapse and everyone is washed out.” 

 “I knew I was going to die. I grabbed hold of my daughter as we were washed 

out.” 

How did you survive? 

 “We were washed past a tree which I was able to grab a hold of and climb into.  

We prayed all night long in the tree.” 

 “The waves were so high that when they would pass the tree I would have to hold 

my breath.” 

 He estimates the branch he was standing on was 7’ off the ground. 

 “I had one hand holding onto the tree and one hand holding onto my daughter.” 

By 12:30 the water had receded to normal levels. 
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 “When the water came down I sat under the tree with my daughter until 

 morning.” 

Was there anyone else around? 

 “Four other people were in the tree with us.” 

 “We sat under the tree until the sun came up.” 

 When it does there is no more wind and only a light rain. 

What do you remember seeing when the sun first came up? 

 “Everything was destroyed and there were many dead bodies.” 

 “Those who had lived had been able to grab a tree or something floating.” 

 “We were not able to find the bodies of many people.” 

 Survivors began returning to what was left of the church.  Saw notices the high 

water mark at about 10 feet above ground level. 

 “We heard that the storm would come back again so we began to make a bamboo 

raft.” 

Someone thought this would happen around 11 or 12.” 

 Between 6 and 11 am the survivors began to look for the children.  Some built a 

small hut while others made a soup from dead animals. 

 “We lived like this for over a week.” 

 Initially there were about a hundred survivors. 2-3 left the first couple of days 

about 50 had left by the end of the first week. 

 “Two or three days into that week some people began to make a list of how many 

people had lived or died.  310 died, about 190 lived.” 

Where were you getting fresh water during this time? 
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 “The first day we gathered coconuts, after that we drank ground water which was 

a little salty.” 

What did you eat? 

 “We ate the dead animals and rice we were able to find on the ground.” 

And what happened to all the dead bodies? 

 “We buried 15 bodies, but could do no more because we were too tired.” 

Could you smell death? 

 “After 3 day it smelled really bad. We would move from place to place to avoid 

the smell.” 

Did anyone come to help? 

 “No one came to help.  We waited and waited for the army, but no one came.” 

 “Some people repaired broken boats and left.” 

What did you do? 

 “We waited.” 

A week later, a boat privately chartered by a church from Pathein comes to help. The boat  

takes them back to La Pu Ta. 

How many people in your family died? 

 15. 

Who managed to survive? 

 His mother, sister, 2 sisters-in-law, a nephew, niece, and his wife and children all 

survived.  

How did your wife survive? 
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 “She was in another village visiting her parents.  The villagers stayed inside a 

church  

which did not collapse.” 

Your son was in the church with you wasn’t he? 

 “He managed to grab a hold of a bamboo tree.” 

What is happening in La Pu Ta? 

 Many villagers are coming into the town.  The church has a house that many 

people are staying in. Those who cannot fit are sleeping under plastic on the road. Saw 

Ler and his family stay on the road for 2 days and one night. 

At this point his wife and children leave for Pathein.  “I had promised the remaining  

villagers I would return for them.” It takes him another day to get back. 

What do you see when you get back? 

 “Everyone was a ok thanks to God. No one is sick.  Everyone is ok. God helped 

us.” 

Saw next rejoins his wife in Pathein. 

Why Pathein? 

 “There was a church in Pathein, Baptist, the same as in my village. The church 

was taking care of victims.” 

Po Karen and Skaw Karen (his group) 

How long did you stay in Pathein? 

 “We stayed from the 12th to the 27th of may at which time the government ordered 

all of us back to our villages.” 
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 On May 27th Saw decides to flee to Insein rather than return to the Delta.  He 

stays with relatives while his wife and children stay in Pathein. 

How did you end up in Mae La? 

 Saw’s sister had already been relocated to Australia as a refugee in 2007. She 

calls him in Insein after Nargis and encourages him to come to Mae La. He gathers his 

family and leaves immediately. 

What is your status now? 

 Saw has had interviews with a foreign NGO to get official refugee status, now 

waiting for a UN ID card. 

 You are a refugee as a result of a natural disaster rather than of a political 

situation.  Has this been a problem at all? 

 No. 

Would you have preferred to stay in Myanmar? 

 “If the Burmese govt. had helped us I would have stayed.”   

 Saw is not at all happy with the complete lack of aid provided by the govt. to the  

inhabitants of the delta. 

 “This is very into the heart. I really hate them.” 

Do you know that there were many foreign nations ready to assist with food, medical 

aid,.? 

 “Yes, foreign nations came to help but did not get food to us.” 

 “An Army helicopter had been circling over the village the whole week (after 

Nargis hit) but never came down.” 

 “Because we are Karen the Burmese military doesn’t like us. They won’t help.” 
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 “The school in town was built by villagers and has volunteer teachers. It was not 

built by  

the government.” – This was a ‘we have to do it ourselves’ comment 

Is there any KNU presence in your village? 

 “No, the KNU is not in our village nor in the delta at all. The whole area is 

controlled by the Burmese.” 

When did you arrive here at Mae La? 

 “I arrived 21 May 2008 with 21 people including his remaining family members.  

All were Nargis survivors.” 

Did anyone record your story? 

 “Yes, there was an initial interview by the Free Burma Rangers and an NGO 

named Partner.”  

 

INTERVIEW NOTES – SILVER MOE 

Silver Moe, 14, daughter of Moe Shi, Saw Ler Lah’s brother. She is the only surviving 

member  

of her immediate family.  Her mother, father and 3 siblings died. 

Where were you on the night of May 2, 2008? 

 She along with many other villagers took shelter in her mother’s house. This was 

the  

same house Say Htoo’s children were in. 

 “A lot of people where there.” 

Where in the house were you? 
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 “I stayed with my mother that night. We were lying on the floor.” 

What happened? 

 “A wave swept through the house and washed us out.” 

Where you able to stay with your mother? 

 “No, I was immediately separated from her.” 

Did your mother say anything to you before you lost her? 

 “She told me to pray and that was the last time I ever saw her.” 

How did you survive? 

 “I was able to swim a little. I would hold my breath and go under the waves.  

There was some rubble floating in the water and I was able to climb up on top of it.” 

 Saw Ler La tells me that is where they found her in the morning, in the water still 

holding on to the floating rubble.  She shouted for help and one of the pastors found her.  

She was reunited with Saw the next morning. 

 

INTERVIEW NOTES – SAW HELSU 

 Saw Helsu, 15 Saw Ler Lah’s nephew by another brother. Everyone in his family 

other than he and his father died; mother, brother and a sister.  He seems very nervous 

and uncomfortable with this interview. 

Where is your father now? 

 “After Nargis he remarried and stayed in Burma.” 

And you came here with your uncle? 

 “Yes.” 

Are you in school here? 
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 He is in middle 2. 

Saw Ler Lah tells me that Nargis happened when Helsu was a child and that, “his 

memory is not good.”   

 ***May of 2008 was only 2.5 years prior to this interview, Helsu would have 

been 12 or 13.  Memory issues? 

Where were you when Nargis hit? 

 “I was in the church with Saw Ler Lah. We were singing worship songs when the 

wave came in.” 

What do you remember of that night? 

 “I was holding onto my grandmother.” 

Do you remember the walls collapsing? 

 “No.” 

Do you remember what happened to you through the night? 

 “I was able to grab a hold of a floating piece of wood.” 

Was there anyone else with you? 

 “I could hear another man floating on a nearby piece of wood, but I could not see 

him. I don’t know if he survived.” 

Helsu was also found floating in the water the next morning. 

 

INTERVIEW NOTES – BLEZEN 

 Blezen, 16, son of Saw’s brother So Ley Wa. Only he and his father survived. 

Mother 2 brothers, 2 sisters all died. His father is now living in Umpiem camp. 

Where is your father now? 
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 “We came here together then my father left for Umpiem camp.” 

How much schooling do you have? 

 “I finished grade 4 in the village. I was not in school at the time, I was working on 

the farm. I’ve now finished grade 7.” 

Where were you? 

 “We stayed in the house.” 

Where in the house? 

 “Everybody was on the roof.  It was very hard to hold on.” 

From where you were could you see the church? 

 “No, it was too dark.” 

Who was there with you? 

 “Me, my mother, father, grandmother, 2 brothers and 2 sisters.” 

What was the house made of? 

 “The outside walls were made of leaf, the floors of wood.” 

What do you remember from that night? 

 “I grabbed a hold of my mother.” 

When you ended up in the water what happened? 

 “I grabbed a hold of a broken palm tree.” 

Was there anyone with you? 

 “I could not hear or see anyone else.  There was too much noise” (and it was 

night). 

 Blezen was still in the water early the next morning when some one called to him. 
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What did you want to be before Nargis? 

 “I wanted to be a musician.  Guitar. I like simple music.” 

Can you play? 

 “A little bit.” 

And do you still want to be a musician? 

 “Yes.” 

Would you like to go to a 3rd country? 

 “If I get the opportunity I will go to a third country.  I want to go to school.” 

 Blezen seems very excited about this possibility. 

 At this point Blezen is called to go to the UN depot to pick up the charcoal ration 

for the month. I will not see him for an hour at least. 

INTERVIEW NOTES – SAY HTOO 

 Say Htoo, Saw’s Sister. Both children, a daughter, whose name meant ‘honey 

girl’, 6, and a son, Sha Sha, who was 2, died in Nargis. She has no surviving children.  

Her husband left years ago. 

Where were you when Nargis hit? 

 I had been in Singapore working as a domestic worker for 10 months.” 

Who was looking after the children? 

 Saw Ler Lah was taking care of them. 

Where were they when Nargis hit? 

 “They were in Helsu’s mothers house.” 

Saw Ler Lah interjects.   
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 “This house was made with good wood posts (indicating they were thick). We 

thought it would be able to withstand the storm. When the waves came all of the houses 

were washed away.” 

How did you hear about the typhoon? 

 “I saw it on the news in Singapore. I new it was very close to my village. I was 

very worried.” 

 May 17th she flew back to Myanmar and meets Saw at Insein.  He had not been 

able to tell her how many people had died, nor that her children had assed away. They 

had not been able to talk until now. 

 “It was very sad.” 

At this point tears she had been fighting the whole interview overcome her. 

 

28 September 2010 

2nd Interview with Saw Ler Lah 

Sean McGann, Chris 

 

Tell me about the conversation with your sister that you had after Nargis. 

 “We had been separated for 30 years.  She was a teacher in the KNU.  Her 

husband is a major.  We had not spoken for 30 years when I spoke with her at Insein.” 

Why did you return to Insein after Nargis? 

 “I went to Insein to find work.  My sister called the family to check and see how  

everyone was.” 

 Saw’s cousin, Po Pha, still lived in Insein and new how to contact his sister. 
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What is her name? 

 “De Lui.” 

She had contacted Po Pha in hopes of determining the welfare of her family. 

What did she say when you spoke to her? 

 “She asked about the village.  ‘Everything is gone’ I told her.   

 “Then she asked us to join her in Australia.” 

 “How can I do this?” he asks. 

 “No problem, I will take care of you.  Everything will be fine when you get to 

Mae La.” 

 The sister had been in Mae La for over 20 years, and finally went to Australia 

after  Nargis.  This is her house. 

 

20 May 2011 

Interview notes: Pa Reh 

Sean McGann, Thi Thi Aye 

Where are you from? 

 Di Mo Su Village, Karenni State. 

How big is this village? 

 “About 50 houses.” 

Are people generally Buddhist or Christian? 

 “Everyone is Karenni, all are Buddhist.  We are all wet rice farmers.” 

How many harvest are there per year? 

 1. 
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Do you have any brothers or sisters? 

 “I have eight siblings.  I am the only one who left Burma.” 

Are your parents still alive? 

 “They were alive when I left, but I am not sure now.” 

Who controlled the village? 

 “The Burmese Army controlled the village.  They would take anything they 

wanted.  They would also take porters.  I would often have to sleep in friends’ houses to 

keep from getting caught.  They would come as many as 3-4 times per month to take 

porters.” 

Did you ever go to school? 

 “I studied through the fourth grade.  I stopped in 1988 because I couldn’t afford to 

pay for school.” 

How much rice did your family produce per season? 

 “About 50 bags, ten of which would go to the military.” 

How much is a bag? 

 1 bag equals 100 lbs. 

Was this enough to feed the family? 

 “What was left was not enough to feed the family.” 

Did you do any other work? 

 “I also worked as a farmer on other people’s farms.  Sometimes I was paid in cash 

other times in rice.” 

How much would you earn in a day? 

 “One day’s work was 50 Kyats.” 
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When was this? 

 1990-95. 

What could you buy with 50 Kyats at the time? 

 “A pair of shoes or slippers, or a small chicken.” 

 “My older brother went to be a porter.  He would be gone one or two weeks at a 

time.  They were not paid or fed.  They never traveled too far away. 

 “The soldiers just kept coming for porters.  There was not enough food for the 

whole family.” 

Did you speak to your family about the possibility of leaving? 

 “I spoke to my family about leaving.  They thought it was a good idea.” 

How many of you left? 

 “I was the only one to leave.  I have not had contact with my family in a long 

time.  I am not sure where they are.” 

When was the last time you saw them? 

 “March of 1996 was the last time I spoke with them.” 

How did you leave? 

 “I walked to the camp with many people.  Some I knew, others not.” 

How long did it take? 

 “Eight days walking.  Sometimes we would see the military and have to hide.” 

What happened when you arrived at the camp? 

 “I gave my name and date of birth to security.” 

How did it feel to arrive at the camp? 
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 “We were happy, but there was no work or money.  The TBBC gave us food.  If 

we go outside  the camp the Thai police would arrest us.  But, we felt safe here so I like 

it.” 

Do you miss your family? 

 “I am homesick for my family.” 

When did you arrive to the USA? 

 17 November 2010. 

Where you able to find something to do with all of your time in the camp? 

 “Staying in the camp was a little problem with food and no job, no vegetables.  I 
would go to look for bamboo.  Sometimes when the house needed repairs we would go to 
get bamboo.  The Thai soldiers did not like this so we would have to go in the middle of 
the night.” 

 “At one point I had a job outside the camp.  The police tried to arrest me.  They 
grabbed my jacket and I was able to run away back to the camp.  One of my friends had 
been arrested so I was very afraid.” 

What kind of work were you doing? 

 “I was working as a farmer for about 80 Baht/day.  Sey Meh was also working 

outside the camp on farms.” 

How did you two meet? 

 “I went to visit her house.  We had seen each other before in the camp, but I 

wanted to know more.” 

What did you say to her? 

 “I told her I loved her.” 

What did she say? 

 “She asked me if I am sure I wasn’t thinking of another woman.  She said I am 

old and I have two children.” 
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Did you think he was crazy (to Sey Meh)? 

 “I saw him as very kind.” 

Pa Reh visits again half an hour after the first visit and tells her he loves her again.  They 

were married in February of 1998.  A month after meeting he moves into her house. 

 

20 May 2011 

Interview with Sey Meh 

Sean McGann, Thi Thi Aye 

 

How old are you? 

 Sey Meh is 39.  Pa Reh is 36. 

Where are you from? 

 Sey Meh is from Shando Village Karenni State, where she lived her whole life 

until she left. 

 Pa Reh is from Dre Mau Su Village, Karenni State.   

Where did you meet? 

 “We met in the refugee camp.” 

Sey Meh 

Are you Buddhist or Christian? 

 “Christian.” 

Could you describe Shando Village to me? 

 “It is very big.  People speak Shan, Burmese, Karen and Padoung.” 

Do you have any brothers or sisters? 
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 “There are three sisters including me. “ 

Where are they? 

 “One, the oldest, is still in Burma (Bo Ba).  I am the middle sister.  The youngest  

(Christina) is also here.  She came first.” 

Where are your parents? 

 Father died 15 years ago.  Mother has also passed.  Her parents divorced.  She 

stayed in Shando with her mother and second husband. 

What did your parents do? 

 “They were rice farmers.” 

How many harvests per year? 

 “Just one.” 

Wet or dry rice? 

 “They farmed on the mountainside.” 

Did you go to school as a child? 

 No. 

When were you first married? 

 “I was first married to Neh Re at 20 years old, while I was living in Burma.” 

What happened to him? 

 “The military came to get porters and he was taken.  They had tried to take him 

before, but he would sleep in other people’s houses.  Sometimes they would come and 

take chickens instead.  They would take money and food from every home.” 

How much would they take? 
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 “If you gave them 1000 kyats and food they would not take him.” 

How did he die? 

 “He died of Malaria before I came here.” 

That was when you decided to leave? 

 “Me and my two daughters left for the camp in December 1996.” 

Who controlled Shando village and had there been any fighting there? 

 “The Burmese army controlled the village.  There had been fighting once in the 

past, but generally it was a fairly safe village.” 

There was no KNU presence? 

 “No.” 

Why did you choose to go to the refugee camp? 

 “My husband had died, and the military did not know that.  We were three women 

living alone.  The soldiers were known to take women as porters.  If there were no men, 

they would take women.  I was afraid.” 

Did you leave alone? 

 “Many people from the village walked to the camp, maybe 15-16 people.” 

How long did it take you to get to the refugee camp? 

 “Nine or ten days walking from village to village.” 

Did you bring food with you? 

 “Other villages took care of us along the way and we were traveling with KNU 

security.” 

 “We had to walk very quickly.  We did not know if we were being followed by 

the army.   



	   	  
	  

	   306	  

My feet hurt so much I would cry from the pain.” 

The children must have been very young at the time. 

 The youngest, Me Moo was 2 months.  Bo Me was 2 years old. 

Did you carry them? 

 “Yes, and other people would help.” 

Which camp did you go to? 

“We arrived at the Mae Sariang Refugee Camp.”   

 “My sister Christina was also traveling with us.” 

 “Everyone is now here!” 

How did you feel when you arrived? 

 “Sometimes happy and other times not because of my language ability.” 

Do you miss your family? 

 No. 

You spent 14 years in a refugee camp. 

 “Yes, a long time.  I first applied to Australia and was denied.  Then I applied to 

the USA.” 
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VII. Photo – Elicitation Images. 

#1	  	  Rowers	  compete	  in	  annual	  boat	  races	  on	  Inle	  Lake,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma	  on	  April	  9,	  2010.	  

#2	  	  The	  five	  gold	  laden	  Buddhas	  of	  Phaung	  Daw	  Oo	  Pagoda,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma,	  April	  8,	  2010.	  
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#3	  	  Young	  monks	  rest	  before	  the	  afternoon	  meal	  in	  Heho,	  Burma	  on	  April	  6,	  2010.	  

#4	  	  Pilgrims	  worship	  at	  Kyaiktiyo	  Pagoda,	  believed	  to	  be	  balanced	  on	  a	  single	  strand	  of	  the	  Buddha’s	  hair,	  
in	  Mon	  State,	  Burma	  on	  April	  4,	  2010.	  
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#5	  	  Buddhist	  hermit,	  Kyaiktiyo	  Pagoda,	  Mon	  State,	  Burma.	  	  April	  4,	  2010.	  

	  



	   	  
	  

	   310	  

#6	  	  Young	  women	  carry	  cement	  to	  a	  construction	  site	  at	  Maha	  Ganayon	  Monastery,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  
Burma	  on	  July	  21,	  2009.	  

#7	  	  Fisherman	  return	  to	  Ngwe	  Hsaung,	  Ayeyarwaddy	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  July	  11,	  2009.	  
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#8	  	  Schwedagon	  Pagoda,	  Yagon,	  Burma.	  	  July	  9,	  2009.	  

	  

#9	  	  Tea	  shop,	  Taunggyi,	  Shan	  State	  Burma,	  June	  30,	  2009.	  
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#9A	  	  A	  man	  digs	  a	  well	  near	  Inle	  Lake,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma,	  on	  June	  29,	  2009.	  

#10	  	  School	  children	  play	  a	  game	  of	  throwing	  flip	  flops	  at	  rubber	  bands	  near	  Inle	  Lake,	  Shan	  State,	  Buma	  
on	  June	  28,	  2009.	  
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#11	  	  Ordination	  ceremony,	  Inle	  Lake,	  Shan	  State	  Burma	  on	  June	  28,	  2009.	  

#12	  	  Women	  wash	  clothing	  along	  the	  Irrawaddy	  River,	  Mandalay	  harbor,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  	  
June	  24,	  2009.	  
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#13	  	  A	  palm	  toddy	  farmer	  collects	  his	  pots	  outside	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  June	  22,	  2009.	  

	  

#14	  	  Market,	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma.	  	  	  June	  21,	  2009.	  
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#15	  	  Rice	  vendor,	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma.	  	  June	  21,	  2009.	  

#16	  	  A	  sesame	  farmer	  plows	  his	  fields	  among	  the	  temples	  of	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Divison,	  Burma	  on	  June	  20,	  
2009.	  
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#17	  	  Boys	  sleep	  outside	  their	  family	  home	  in	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  	  on	  June	  20,	  2009.	  

	  

#18	  	  A	  vendor	  prepares	  beetle	  nut	  in	  Yangon,	  Burma	  on	  April	  3,	  2009.	  
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#19	  	  Pilgrims	  in	  Yangon,	  Burma	  wait	  for	  a	  bus	  to	  Kyaiktiyo	  Pagoda	  on	  April	  3,	  2009.	  

	  

#20	  	  Palm	  toddy	  farmers,	  Bagan,	  Burma.	  	  August	  15,	  2007.	  
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#21	  	  Farmers	  prepare	  sesame	  for	  drying	  near	  Nyaung-‐u,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  August	  12,	  2007.	  

	  

#22	  	  Market,	  Kyaukkyi,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma.	  	  August	  12,	  2007.	  
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#23	  	  Rice	  farmer,	  Nabuaing,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma.	  	  August	  12,	  2007.	  

#24	  	  Marble	  Buddha	  on	  being	  transported	  along	  the	  road	  to	  Pyin	  Oo	  Lwin,	  Mandalay	  Division	  on	  
August	  12,	  2007.	  
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#25	  	  Butcher,	  Namsan,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  August	  9,	  2007.	  

	  

#26	  	  Tea,	  Namsan,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  August	  7,	  2007.	  
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#27	  	  Women	  sort	  tea	  in	  Namsan,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma	  on	  August	  7,	  2007.	  

	  

#28	  	  Wa	  family	  in	  their	  home	  outside	  Hsipaw,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma	  on	  August	  6,	  2007.	  
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#29	  	  Gnat	  shrine	  decorated	  with	  hand	  made	  grenade	  launchers	  and	  AK-‐47s	  outside	  Hsipaw,	  Shan	  State,	  
Burma	  on	  August	  4,	  2007.	  

#30	  	  Shan	  style	  home	  outside	  Hsipaw,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  June	  17,	  2007.	  
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#31	  	  Shan	  daisy	  farmer	  outside	  Hsipaw,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  June	  17,	  2007.	  
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#32	  	  Military	  propoganda	  near	  Hsipaw,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  July	  19,	  2010.	  

	  

#34	  	  Tea	  shop	  patrons,	  Namsan,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  September	  13,	  2010.	  
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#35	  	  Elephant	  being	  used	  to	  move	  timber	  in	  Myitkyina,	  Kachin	  State,	  Burma	  on	  September	  3,	  
2010.	  

#36	  	  Water	  buffalo	  market,	  Keng	  Tung,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma	  on	  July	  7,	  2010.	  
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#37	  	  Nuns	  near	  Namsan,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  August	  8,	  2007.	  

#38	  	  A	  ninety	  two	  year	  old	  farmer	  and	  traditional	  medicine	  man,	  returns	  from	  his	  fields	  near	  
Hsipaw,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma	  on	  July	  15,	  2007.	  	  The	  tattoos	  represent	  recipes	  and	  rituals	  of	  his	  
medicine.	  
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#39	  	  Worshippers	  outside	  Mandalay,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  July	  7,	  2007.	  

	  

#40	  	  Men	  repair	  a	  flat	  tire	  outside	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  July	  5,	  2007.	  
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#41	  A	  man	  sells	  live	  chickens	  on	  the	  side	  of	  the	  road	  in	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  July	  5,	  2007.	  

	  

#42	  	  Women	  bathe	  on	  along	  the	  Irrawaddy	  River	  in	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  July	  4,	  2007.	  
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#43	  	  Construction	  workers	  add	  a	  new	  building	  to	  a	  monastery	  near	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  
July,	  4,	  2007.	  	  

#44	  	  A	  member	  of	  the	  Tatmadaw’s	  Central	  Command,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma.	  	  July	  4,	  2007.	  
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#45	  	  Intha	  farmers,	  Inle	  Lake,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  June,	  20,	  2007.	  

	  

#46	  	  Yangon,	  Burma.	  	  June	  19,	  2009.	  
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#47	  	  U’Beins	  Bridge,	  Amarapura,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma.	  	  June	  18,	  2007.	  

#48	  	  Approximately	  one	  thousand	  monks	  take	  lunch	  at	  Maha	  Ganayon	  Monastery,	  in	  Amarapura,	  Burma	  
on	  June	  18,	  2007.	  
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#49	  	  Novice	  monks	  play	  in	  the	  Maymyo	  Botanical	  Gardens	  in	  Pyin	  Oo	  Lwin,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma	  on	  June	  16,	  
2007.	  
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#50	  	  Pyin	  Oo	  Lwin,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  June	  16,	  2007.	  

	  

#51	  	  Commercial	  district,	  Pyin	  Oo	  Lwin,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  June	  16,	  2007.	  
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#52	  	  Men	  play	  at	  Zeko	  in	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  June	  15,	  2007.	  

	  

#53	  	  Market,	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma.	  	  June	  15,	  2007.	  
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#54	  	  Young	  couples	  meet	  along	  the	  banks	  of	  Kandawgyi	  Lake	  in	  Yangon,	  Burma	  on	  September	  29,	  2010.	  

	  

#55	  	  Inle	  Lake,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  September	  21,	  2010.	  
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#56	  	  Black	  En,	  near	  Kengtong,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  July	  6,	  2010.	  

	  

#57	  	  unters,	  near	  Kengtong,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  July	  6,	  2010.	  
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#58	  	  Silver	  Lisu	  woman	  near	  Kengtong,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  	  July	  6,	  2010.	  
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#59	  	  Vacationers	  from	  Yangon	  enjoy	  the	  beaches	  of	  Chaungtha,	  Ayeyarwaddy	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  April	  27,	  
2010.	  

#60	  	  A	  woman	  fetches	  water	  from	  a	  well	  in	  a	  village	  north	  of	  Chaungtha,	  Ayeyarwaddy	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  
April	  27,	  2010.	  
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#61	  	  Men	  unload	  cargo	  from	  a	  ferry	  in	  the	  delta	  region	  of	  Burma	  on	  April	  24,	  2010.	  

	  

#62	  	  Ferry	  passengers	  in	  the	  delta	  region	  of	  Burma	  on	  April	  23,	  2010.	  
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#63	  	  Umbrella	  factory,	  Pathien,	  Ayeyarwaddy	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  April	  23,	  2010.	  	  

#64	  	  Shrine	  to	  the	  thirty-‐seven	  great	  Gnats	  at	  the	  base	  of	  Mt.	  Popa,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma.	  	  April	  20,	  
2010.	  
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#65	  	  Ox	  drawn	  carts	  deliver	  well	  water	  to	  rural	  villages	  in	  Bagan,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma	  on	  April	  20,	  
2010.	  

#66	  Mandalay.	  	  April	  19,	  2010.	  
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#67	  	  Water	  Festival,	  Lashio,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  April	  15,	  2010.	  

	  

#68	  	  Water	  Festival,	  Lashio,	  Shan	  State,	  Burma.	  April	  14,	  2010.	  
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#69	  	  Pottery	  factory,	  Amarapura,	  Mandalay	  Division,	  Burma.	  	  April	  11,	  2010.	  

	  

#70	  	  Buddha	  carvers	  in	  the	  suburbs	  of	  Mandalay,	  Burma.	  	  April	  11,	  2010.	  
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VIII.  Photo Elicitation Interviews	  

 

9 October 2010 

PE interview with Nang Swe and her husband Tun Kyaw 

Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

 

*** This interview differs from most in that there were 2 people involved, both of whom 

are much older in age.  As opposed to going threw individual books one at a time they 

each took one and began looking, going back and forth from book to book in their 

comments. 

Nang - “Everything looks so different now then it did then.” 

Tun is immediately drawn to 58, and asks what group this woman is from. 

23. An image she will go back to more than once in the course of the interview. She is 

trying  

to figure out where in the rice growing cycle the woman is.   

 “In our time it was quite different, people used oxen.  But we were not farmers, 

we were soldiers.” 

 Would you go back to Burma? 

 Nang – “Do you want to go back to Burma?” 

31. “My grandfather was a farm owner.” 

 Tun – “As long as the Burmese soldiers are there I don’t want to go back.  They 

have done so much harm.” 

58. Tun – “Whatever you learn in life be humble.  The people I knew who had little  

education and were very proud were not that successful.” 
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 “Yangon and Mandalay is the country we used to live in.  We could go anywhere  

blindfolded.  We knew the language.  Here we don’t even know how to say kap.” 

 You never worked on a farm? 

 “Before I was a soldier I worked on my own farm, and orange and sugar 

 plantations.” 

37. Nang – Lingers on this image of the nuns. Then moves on to 44.   

44. “The Burmese face of this guy is too obvious,” she says in a harsh voice

 pointing at the soldier. 

56. Tun is drawn back to the Black Ann and thinks they are Karen. 

 “The Burmese soldiers are afraid of death.” This is in reference to the soldiers just 

across the border in the captured, now fortified temple. 

 Do you remember what weapons you carried? 

 Nang – a Kapin. 

 Tun – an M-16 a Smith and Wesson pistol, and another Chinese weapon with a 

bayonet.   

He can’t remember the make. 

 What was your rank? 

 Tun - “I was in charge of a dozen soldiers.” 

 Why did you join the SSA originally? 

 “Some one in my village was trying to betray the Shan. People suspected me of 

sending food and support to the rebels.” 

 Some one in his village was openly accusing him of this and he knew the 

Burmese soldiers would come. 
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 “My father asked me to sleep out in the farms at night and work during the day.” 

 This seems to have been a precautionary move to keep the Burmese from coming 

to the house and finding him. 

 Eventually the pressure caused him to join the army. 

 Do you have any family surviving in Myanmar? 

 “I have a brother and sister.” 

 

9 October 2010 

PE interview with Nang Ying 

Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

“I have never seen Yangon or Mandalay.” 

59.  “This looks like the farms of Mung Su.  The girls would ride on tubes in the 

stream in town.”  She has never done it. 

55. Nang knows of Inle Lake but has never been. “My mother-in-law has been to 

visit.” 

49.  Very interested in this photograph. Can’t seem to figure out what she is looking 

at, or which way the photo should be oriented.  

 “Why is one head down and the other head up?” Nang smiles and laughs  when 

she realizes what she is looking at. 

44. “What is this?” It looks Burmese, a Burmese soldier! 

32-3 Notices the sign.  

 Can you read it? 

 Cannot read, write or speak Burmese.  Speaks Shan and can read and write a little. 

 “How did this brother go to visit these places?” Speaking about me. 
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13. “This looks like where we lived.  There are palms near the school in  my  town.” 

 Although there are palms, they are coconut farms. She has never seen anyone 

climb them. 

At this point her daughter, who has been a regular distraction through both interviews 

needs attention.  Other villagers pick up the books. 

 

23 October 2010 

PE Interview, Saw Plew Lay 

Sean McGann, Chris 

4 Doesn’t recognize this but has heard of the Golden Rock. 

7 Not sure what he is looking at, never seen this before. 

8 Has heard of Schwedagon, but never seen it. 

 “Burmese villages would have a pagoda.  All the villages I know were Christian.” 

10 “My village has a school.” 

12 Does not know about Mandalay. 

13 Has never seen palm trees. 

15 Has never heard of Pyin Oo Lwin.  

 “We store rice in large baskets. If there is a lot we make a big basket from 

 bamboo.” 

16 “We work our fields like this but with water buffalo.” 

17 Recognizes the building style. 

18 Beetle nut is sold like this in his village. 

 “My village is very far from town.” 
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20 “We have pots like this but they are used to boil fish paste and bigger ones to 

store water.” 

24 “We have no truck like this because we live too far from town.  I never saw a car 

as a child.  It was not until I went to town as a teen.  I’ve never seen a truck like this.” 

30 “In my village the roof would be made of leaves.” 

31 “We do not have this hat, but we do have something similar made with 

 bamboo.” 

32 Lingers on the sign a while. 

 “The top is Burmese, the bottom is Shan.” 

36 “We use these animals for the farm.” 

35 “I have seen this before in the forest.  The Burmese soldiers brought elephants 

with them.  A major had them to work in the jungle cutting trees for money.  If you have 

and elephant you are a very rich man.” 

 “The Karen do not use elephants because of the land mines.  The Burmese know 

where they are.” 

 “It is very common for the Burmese army to use elephants for logging.” 

38 Never seen anything like this before. 

39 Has never seen or been inside a Buddhist temple. 

40 Has never seen a truck being repaired. 

44 “I have seen these uniforms before, but I do not know who they are.” 

52 “What is this?” 

56 “Who are they?” 

57 “There are no guns in my village.” 
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 Not even to hunt? 

 “Only slingshots.  You cannot use flashlights either.  You cannot wear shorts or 

have long hair, or wear camouflage shorts.  If the army catches you using a flashlight 

they will kill you on the spot.” 

 Why? 

 “They think you are KNU.” 

 Why would they think that? 

 “They would think you are a KNU spy.  Not even in the village.  If they even find 

a battery for the flashlight they will take the whole family.  They will take  your money 

and then let you go.  Otherwise you go to jail.” 

What is the punishment for wearing cammo pants? 

 “The head of the village will try to work out the problem.  He takes money to the  

Army.  If he doesn’t know you he can be put to death.  The reason is also to make money.  

They know who the villagers are.” 

 “You give whatever they ask.” 

 “Sometimes when men get together to discuss personal things the SPDC  takes 

them and accuses them of being KNU.  They will hit and abuse them.  You can see this 

anywhere.” 

65 “We use a cart like this to carry cooking wood.” 

69 “What are these used for?  Where is this?” 

 Has heard of Mandalay, but never been. 
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11 October 2010 

PE interview, Sai On 

Sean McGann, Sai Meung 

****Does not want his image published in any way.  Still has relatives in Burma. 

1 Recognizes Inle photos, becomes very animated.   

 “When I was there the water level was not very high.  Does it go down?” 

4 Recognizes Golden Rock 

8 Recognizes Schwedagon 

10 Interested in this photo.   

 “Kids also play this here in the camp. It is called Chap Din Puart.” 

29 “At the Gnat Shrine we used to put spears or swords or whatever the blacksmiths 

could make, now its M-16’s or grenade launchers.  Its lucky the Shan have never seen the 

missile otherwise they would put them on the Gnat Shrines also.” 

 “Most of these pictures describe how the lower class Burmese are making a 

living.” 

 Continued later. 

26 “Shan State produces lots of tea which they sell to most of Myanmar.” 

25 The butcher shop reminds him on the one in his town. 

 “My parents had a restaurant and I often had to go buy the meat.  Sometimes the  

butchers would arrive late to work so he would have to go to the butcher’s house and I 

would come across the butcher killing the pig.” 

 “Butchers used to put water into the veins and lungs of the dead pigs to make 

them weigh more.” 

11 “Was this ordination in Burma?” 



	   	  
	  

	   351	  

 “At Shan ordinations in Thailand now people are not let in without wearing 

traditional Shan clothes, not because they are trying to pressure people, but trying to 

maintain a culture.   

They are also trying to do this on special holidays.” 

32 Stops a long time on this photo without saying anything. 

 “Where is this?” he asks. 

 Taungyi. 

 “That sign post is something to make the people of the town afraid of the law.” 

 “Of course the government will know the law.  Sadly how their soldiers come to 

torture people in the villages.  There was no such law for preventing this from 

happening.” 

 He continues moving through the photos but returns to 32. 

 “One thing that happened to me and my friends in Taungyi.  We were driving 
around looking for a place to wash the car when we accidentally crossed a not entry sign.  
A Shan man wearing Burmese clothes told us to ‘run, run or you will be fined by the 
traffic police.’ My friend did not know the way out and came back to the same place.  
Finally some men told us how to get to a different part of the city to get away from this.” 

56 “Where is this?” 

44 Sai’s finger bookmarked this photo as he passed it the first time without saying a 

thing.  He has come back to it and his face becomes very animate. 

 “Even many of the Burmese soldiers in high ranks are not well educated.  For a 
while I was traveling to sell goods.  I would have to pass through the Lai Ka gate.  You 
had to get the gate pass in Mai Sung, further down the road.  Every time I traveled I 
would have to get the gate pass.  They knew I would be away.  Every time they would 
come steal my chickens.  Only his wife, mother-in-law, and sister were at home.  They 
were always afraid.” 

  “On one occasion I returned and my wife told me all the chickens had 
been stolen.  She begins moving the last remaining hen inside at night.  I left again and 
one night the soldiers come banging on the wall.  The women were shaking from fear and 
dared not open the door.  Eventually they left.” 
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  “It sounds like they don’t care about the villagers.” 

  “A soldier also stole a newly bought jacket and pair of pants and wore 
them  around town.  Most of them do not know what shame is.  They were quite 
notorious for stealing.” 

 “They knew my family well.  They knew that my mother-in-law was blind and 
that my sister was ill.  The only healthy person was my wife.  They didn’t care.  They did 
it deliberately.” 

29 back to the Gnat Shrine 

 “Almost every village has a Gnat shrine.  It depends on individual beliefs as to 

whether or not there are weapons on the shrine.” 

 “The Shan worship the Gnats for protection and good health and being easy in 

making a good living.” 

 Is it surprising to see a photo of a Gnat shrine with weapons on it? 

 “This is no surprise.  This has been tradition for centuries.  Before it was spears, 

swords, elephants and horses.” 

****Does not want his image published in any way.  Still has relatives in Burma. 

 “Burma is not like other countries.” 

 

21 October 2010 

PE Interview with Mary Htoo 

Sean McGann, Chris 

 

“When we lived in the village it was not like this, it was much smaller than in the refugee 

camp.” 

8 Has never seen Schwedagon Pagoda, not even in a photo.  Did not recognize it, 

but knows of it. 



	   	  
	  

	   353	  

9A Has never seen anything like this. 

11 “This must be near a small town.” 

13 KNU Unit 1 camp has the same thing.  She has heard this, but never been.  Unit 1 

was not near her village. 

14 “In my village they also make small baskets of bamboo and carry them on their 

backs.” 

15 The conversation continues as a part of 14. 

 “When we harvest rice we keep it in a very big basket.” 

 “This cradle is made of bamboo. It looks like the same.  We hang them with rope 

and put side railing on them.” 

 Do you ever take the baskets to market? 

 “Never, we didn’t have a market.” 

16 “There were no pagodas or oxen in our village.” 

17 “In our houses we make the same kind of floor.” 

 Do you ever sleep outside? 

 “No.” 

18 “In the village we do not have this.”  

 She is referring to not having beetle nut vendors.  Rather they grow the nut and 

gather the limestone themselves.  The limestone is put in a fire, then boiled into a paste. 

19 “What are they doing in this photo?” 

20 “In our village we have the same kind of pots but bigger.” 

 What do you do with them? 
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 “We use them for boiling water.” 

23 “We plant rice differently.  One person has a stick and puts a hole in the mud.  

The next person puts the seed in the hole.” 

24 “Is this a car?”  Mary has never seen a truck. 

25 “We make scales from bamboo in my village.” 

26 “What is this?”   There is none in her village. 

28 Mary is more interested in the hints of how the house is constructed than the 

people in it.   

“In my village we build houses like this.” 

29 “There are no Buddhists in my village, only Christians. We have no Gnats, no 

spirits and no ghosts.” 

30 “This is not the same.”   

 How is it different? 

 “We do not have wire or nails.  We tie with bamboo.” 

31 “In my village we have bamboo hats that come all the way down the back.” 

32 “Yes, this is a town.  They have a road.”  

 Have you ever seen that sign before?  There are many like it throughout the 

 country. 

 “Yes, but made with bamboo.” 

 What does it say? 

 “The village name.” 

 Referring to the sign she knows. 
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35 “Is this the elephant?  We do not have them.” 

36 “We have maybe 1 or 2 buffalo in the village.” 

38 “It is not like this in the village.  Some men tattoo their names on their arm.  A 

leaf makes the ink.” 

39 “Is this from a monastery?” 

 Have you ever been to a monastery? 

 “No. But I have been to a church.” 

 “When the army burned down villages they would not burn down the church.” 

 Why not? 

 “I once heard a story about a SODC unit that burnt down a church and all died on 

the way back to base.” 

40 “Is this a car?” 

41 “Are they selling these chickens?” 

42 “We collect water from the streams with bamboo.” 

43 “There is no wood to build with in our village.” 

46 “Is this Rangoon?” 

47 “Is this a bridge?” 

48 “Are they serving alms?” 

49 Mary seems confused at what she is looking at.  Why is the monk upside  down? 

50 “Did they have a big wind?  This roof is not normal.” 

52 “Is this a game?” 

53 “Is this a market?  There is no market in the village.” 
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55-56 Never seen anything like either of these two photos. 

57 “In the village we have guns like this.” 

59 Never seen the ocean before. 

60 Recognizes that this is a well, but do not have one in the village. 

61 “What is in this bag?”  

 “We do not have oil or onion in the village.  I’ve never seen the seed or the small 

plant.” 

64 “What is this religion?” 

66 “Car!” 

67 “What are they doing?  Oh, this is water festival.” 

68 What are they doing?” 

69 “What are they doing?” 

 “We have these pots in Malecoo Village.  Now it is one week walking from my 

village.  Before it was just 2-3 days.  You could go directly.  Now there are many military 

bases.” 

70 “The religion of the Burmese!  In the village no one is Buddhist, nor in any of the 

other villages.” 

Unsolicited 

 “In the village there was no oil or salt. Here is very lucky.” 

 “We were here when the people came and donated clothes to us.  There are no 

mosquito nets in the house, no mats, but there is a home.  We are very lucky.” 

 “The person who lives in the village is very lucky.  They have a big house.  No 

one abuses them.  They are very lucky.” 
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If there was no market in the town, where would you get a longyii or a shirt? 

 “Every now and then people from small towns would come and sell them.  They 

were very cheap then.” 

 “Now the teenagers (in the camp) wear the nice t-shirts.  They look very 

beautiful.” 

 

23 October 2010 

PE Interview, Mu Wah 

Sean McGann, Chris 

 

44 “In the village the soldiers wore the same uniform.” 

69 “What are these?  In the village we do not have these.” 

 What do you use to collect water? 

 “We go into town and buy big cement pots.  We put leaves in the bottom to clean 

the water.  A small one, a little bigger than these costs around 4000 Kyats.” 

 Where does the water in the village come from? 

 “From the well.” 

 Does the village ever flood? 

 “It does flood occasionally.” 

5 “There is a hermit who lives in a village about 3 hours walk.  He comes to town  

occasionally to ask for food. He lives in a monastery in the jungle.” 

 Are you Buddhist or Christian? 
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 She is Christian but is friendly with Buddhists.  Estimates that 30% of the people 

in her village are Buddhist and 70% Christian. 

 “Christians also give to the hermit.  Every house would give a small bowl of 

rice.” 

 Why do Christians still give a Buddhist hermit food? 

 “Some people think it is like good Karma to give him food.” 

 Have you ever been a Buddhist? 

 “No, never. The idea is more that you are doing good by giving to another person 

than to a monk.” 

17 “Houses in the village are built the same way.” 

23 “We plant rice the same way.”   

 How often?  

 “One time per year.” 

30 “Where is this?   

 Shan State.  Have you heard of it? 

 “I have heard of the state, but have only heard of other ethnic groups.” 

31 “Women in the village dress the same way.  We make similar hats with bamboo 

leaves. 
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25 October 2010 

PE Interview, Saw Gleds Htoo 

Sean McGann, Chris 

1 “Oh my eyes are not that clear!” 

4 “Where is this?” 

8 Has never been to Schwedagon, but knows of it. 

9A “Are they making the well?” 

11 Saw wants to learn the work for ordination.  

 “I’ve learned one vocabulary for today.” 

20 “These are about the size of the huts we built while hiding in the forest.” 

25 “What are they selling?” 

26 “What is this?” 

 Seems interested in the bottles in the background. 

 “Where is this?” 

28 “Are they Shan people?  They look like they have a problem like us.? 

 How is that? 

 “This place looks like a refugee camp.  They remind me of my family.” 

29 “Christian Karen people generally do not know the Gnats.” 

 He recognizes the Gnat shrine as a holy place but does not know what they are. 

 “Like an angel to come take care of the village?” 

19 “What are they doing?” He is having a hard time seeing the photo. 

32 “Where is this?”  
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 Recognizes the first word, ‘law’ but can not see very well, can read Burmese.  

34 “Are these people Shan?” 

36 “What are these people in the back doing?” 

37 “Not monks?”  

 Has never seen or heard of nuns before. 

40 “What are they doing?” 

43 “What are they doing? How do you say this?” 

44 Says nothing but stays on this photo a long time. 

47 “Where is this?” 

49 Confused, looses orientation. 

 “How am I supposed to look at this?” 

51 “Where is this?” 

52 “What are they doing here?” 

56 “Where are they from?” 

57 “This man carries a gun.” 

58 “Shan or Palaung?” 

69 Remains silent, but very interested in the pots. 
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29 October 2010 

PE Interview – please use nickname Eah Poe, 

Sean McGann, Chris 

6 “Are they porters?  Making the road, this is how they work.  They take the men 

and women.” 

 “The DKBA also took porters, but fed them well because both were Karen.  We 

also took Burmese as porters.” 

11. Has seen an ordination before. 

13 Knows of palm sugar farming.  Has seen it before in Limbwey Division. 

21 Recognizes sesame farming. It is also grown here. 

23 “This is the same as in my village.” 

24 laughs. 

25 “Oh, a lot of meat!” 

28 “What kind of people are these?” Has met Wa people before. 

31 “They grow the flowers really well.” 

29 “The gun on the left looks like a Burmese gun, not like the DKBA. 

 “One of each twelve men in a group would carry a grenade launcher.” 

35 “There is a lot of logging in Karen State.  There are no big trees left.  The DKBA 

has cut them all down.” 

41 “This man has a lot of chickens.” 

44 “Fucking face!” 

49 Saw seems very confused by this photograph, keeps trying to turn it over. 

 “In Burma the SPDC killed the monks.” 
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 When? 

 “Three years ago during the revolution of 2008.” 

57 “Oh, this man carries a gun!  They have a lot of hunting there; wild pig and deer.” 

59 Recognizes the beach. 

62 “Do these people stay here or sleep here?” 

67 “Is this water festival?  These kids look like gangsters.” 

 Saw gets a serious look on his face, something like an older man talking about 

something better in the old days. 

 “One thing the DKBA is good at is taking care of the gangsters.  They grab them 

and don’t give them food for three days.  After that they let them go.  They usually don’t 

return to being gangsters.” 

 Gangsters seem to be kids who are just punks.  They scare, but don’t really hurt or 

cause damage. 

 

29 October 2010 

PE Interview, No Da 

Sean McGann, Chris 

When we arrive No Da has just gotten back from the hospital in town.  Her baby was 

having a hard time breathing.  She has no Thai ID, which meant the medicine would cost 

10000 THB because she has no access to national medical care.  She couldn’t pay for the 

medicine so she came back. 

1 “This reminds me of the Hu Law Klew River.” 

2 “What are these.” 

3 “Who are they?” 
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4 Knows of the Golden Rock. 

5 Recognizes that this man is a hermit. 

7 “Is this Burma?  What are they doing?” 

8 Has never been to Schwedagon. 

9 “They have a lot of restaurants in the city.  In Thailand you don’t see the teashop.  

In Burma they are everywhere.” 

9A Recognizes this as a well. 

11 “In our village we carry them on our shoulders.  Everyone is Buddhist.” 

12 “Are they doing the laundry?” 

14 “What does this woman sell?” 

15 notes the baby sleeping in the cradle. 

16 “We used to use oxen, but now tractors.  They are more expensive.” 

18 “Everybody knows beetle nut.” 

17 “In my village there is a family that plants palms for sugar.  They have 3-4 trees.” 

21 Recognizes sesame farming. 

22 notes the pineapple tops 

23 rice is grown the same way in her village 

24 “This is a very big Buddha.  Was it made by the Burmese?” 

26 “Is this alcohol?” 

28 “Oh, a lot of children.  They look at your camera.” 

I am starting to feel like there are too many distractions around for No Da, her children 

and the others in the small hut are becoming a distraction. 



	   	  
	  

	   364	  

30 “This is the same as in our village.” 

29 “Is this a DKBA place? The DKBA respect the Gnats by putting guns on the 

 shrines.” 

31 “In the village we do not plant the flower because in the forest there are many.” 

32 Does not know the place but thinks the second language is Po Karen. 

36 Have the same in her village. 

38 “My husband’s father is the same.  He looks like this man.  The same style, but no 

tattoos.” 

41 “The Burmese military would ask us for chickens, not just chickens, but also pigs.  

The army would tell the head of the village to send out a letter to all villagers demanding 

chickens.” 

 No Da tells me the following story. 

 “I was a porter carrying bamboo for the army.  There was an old woman, one of 

the villagers nearby.  One soldier said to her, ‘hey mother relax you are older.’  Another 

soldier said, ‘no, let her work, she is not my nationality, I don’t care.’” 

44 “Fucking Burmese.  Has two stripes which is the sign of a major.” 

47 “This looks like another bridge in Karen State.” 

55 “Where is this place?” 

56 “What kind of people are these?” 

58 “She has a lot of necklaces.” 

59 “Are they in the ocean?” 

65 Seems to be very interested in the water carts.  “What are they doing?” 

68 “Is this water festival?” 
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09 Feb 2011 

PE Interview, Pa Rey 

Sean McGann, Thi Thi Aye 

1.  Doesn’t recognize. 

2. 

3.  “When I was eight or nine I was a monk for a week.  Traditionally men go for a week 

at that  

age.” 

4.  Never seen. 

5.  Never seen. 

6. “They are making a building with concrete.” 

7.  Recognizes the boats.  Thinks this in Inle Lake. 

8.  Has never been or seen.  Has heard others speak of it. 

9.  Never seen these pots in Burma, but has in Thailand in the refugee camp. 

9A.  Doesn’t know. 

10. “These are Burmese students.  I wore the same clothing to school when I was young.” 

11.  Recognizes this as a coronation. 

12.  Realizes that they are washing clothing, but doesn’t know where. 

13.  Recognizes this. 

14.  “The Burmese women go to sell fruit and vegetables.” 

15.  “I think this is rice.  Babies sleep like this but the cradle is made with a blanket.” 

16.  Has never seen this but he has used cows like this to grow rice in water. 
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17.  “The children are sleeping outside the house.  In my village the children also sleep 

like this.” 

18.  “Where is this?” 

19.  “What are they doing?” 

20  “In Burma we make the pots out of clay.  I don’t know how to do it but others in my 

village do.  We use them to cook with.” 

21.  Recognizes this as sesame as he has worked with it before. 

22.  Recognizes the goods being sold. 

23.  Recognizes this, he can do. 

24.  He has never seen this and is not really sure what is going on. 

25.  Recognizes, sold by the kilo. 

26.  Does not recognize this.   He drinks tea but has never made it. 

27.  Doesn’t know this. 

28.  “This looks like a Burmese family.”  Has only heard of the Wa. 

29.   

30.  “My village is built like this.” 

31.  “This looks like the a Karen flower garden which the women tend.” 

32.  Examines the sign closely.  He is not sure where this is.  Can read Burmese. 

33.   

34.  “This looks like Karen State with the bag and longyii. 

35.  “Elephants are used for logging.  This does not happen near my village.” 

36.  “Is this a buffalo or a cow?” 
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37.  “This looks like a monk but it is not the same.  Monks do not dress like this.”  He has 

never seen nuns. 

38.  “This man is a farmer.  I can’t believe he is 92.” 

39.  “Are they preying?  Where?  I have never been to Mandalay.” 

40.  Not sure what they are doing. 

41.  “This man buys and sells chickens.” 

42.  “These women are washing clothes and bathing.  Is Bagan in Burma?”  He has never 

heard of or seen Bagan. 

43.  “Are they making a house? 

44.  “This is Burmese military.”  Pa Reh gets quiet.  “They came into my village to take 

porters two or three times.  I would go out to hide, either to another village or sometimes 

in the forest.” 

45.  “Where is this?”  Has heard of it but never been. 

46.  “Where is this?” 

47.  “Is this a bridge?  But what is this (referring to the sky)?” 

48.   

49.  Can’t find his orientation with the photograph.  “This looks like some one I know.  I 

am not sure what happened to him.” 

50.  “These look like Burmese men.”  Not sure where. 

51.  “Is this a city?” 

52.  “This is a game but I don’t know it.” 

53.  “This is a market.” 

54.  “Where is this?” 
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55.  Does not recognize. 

56.  Does not recognize.  “Where are these people from?’ 

57.  “Village people go to find other food in the forest.  I have hunted in Burma.  I look 

for birds  

or wild pig.” 

58.  Does not recognize. 

59.  Realizes that the women are swimming but does not know what country. 

60.  “They are taking water from the well.  It is the same in my village.” 

61.  “This worker is harvesting the onion.” 

62.  “What is this?” 

63.  He is not sure what they are doing. 

64.  “Is it like a Buddha?  I do not know what the gnats are.” 

65.  “These cows go to bring water.” 

66.  Does not recognize. 

67. Does not recognize.  But his village does recognize water festival. 

68.  “This looks like a village.” 

69.  “Not sure what they are doing.” 

70.  Not sure what is happening.  “Why does the Buddha fall over?” 
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VIII. Master Release 	  
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I.  Introduction 

 Palestinians, The Couch, CNN & Park Avenue. 

 This project evolved as a result of two experiences I was involved shortly before 

attending and during my time at the Missouri School of Journalism.  Though the 

moments are completely unrelated, their combined impact has led me to an exploration of 

perception of visual media. 

 In the winter of 2005, shortly before packing my car and driving to Missouri, I 

was at home in New Hampshire.  One evening I was in the living room watching CNN 

with my mother.  I do not remember the specific event, but the coverage was very 

familiar in its visual content.  It must have been a protest of some event or policy.  The 

footage was of many hundreds of Palestinian men demonstrating in the streets.  It was a 

bright day in Israel, there was singing, fists raised to the sky, rioting and stones being 

thrown.  As an American consumer of news TV news, this clip was nothing unusual. 

 My mother is not very well informed in matters of international news.  She reads 

literature voraciously, and regularly subscribes to The New York Times Book Review, 

Harpers, and The New Yorker.  She has made her career as an artist, first as a painter and 

later as a designer of space.  As she watched the report, a series of comments escaped her.   

 “Don’t these men have anything better to do with themselves?  Don’t they have 

jobs?  How can they always be out in the street?  What else do they do with themselves?” 

 We had a brief conversation about the nature of that particular event.  Hours later, 

I was laughing about the comment to myself when I realized something I had until this 
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moment taken for granted.  Having an education in international relations, an interest in 

the world and a strong desire to stay on top of world events, I was well aware of the 

context surrounding the events in that telecast.  I possessed an understanding of the 

ongoing troubles in the Middle East that extended to before the time of Christ.  My 

mother, on the other hand, did not.  I expect this is the case with a significant number of 

fellow Americans, many of whom get there news, and thus understanding of the world, 

from CNN. 

 My mother’s comments suddenly made sense in a decidedly perverse, frightening 

manner.  Imagine, I thought, if all you knew of Palestinians was what you learned from 

CNN.  Imagine if you had never read a book about Middle Eastern history or visited the 

region.  How would you then understand this culture?   

The second inspirational event occurred during the summer of 2006 while I was a 

staff photographer for the Missourian.  While on Assignment I was photographing a 

group of African-American children playing in an alley behind the public housing on 

Park Avenue.  After working the situation for a few minutes, it was quickly becoming 

obvious that my presence was a distraction to the children’s’ play, which is the moment I 

usually stop photographing and let the subjects begin to forget about me again or I look 

for something else to do.   

As the children were all obviously minors, I decided that I would begin to look for 

their parents.  I felt I had some good images and would need parental permission to run 

them in the paper.  A gentleman had been watching me from his back door, so I 

approached him first.  He was the father of three of the five children and, after explaining 
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to him the nature of these images in the larger context of the story, he was happy to give 

his consent.   

The mother of the other two children would find me first about a half-hour later.  I 

had been somewhat reassured by the first man that the mother of the last two children 

would be ok with the project.  The woman, whose name I will not use, is a well-respected 

member of the Park Avenue community.  As it would turn out, many other people had 

previously told me that I should go and talk to her about the story.  I had been meaning 

to, but had not yet done it.  I would not know her true identity until after the following 

interaction.   

She approached me clearly very upset that I had not asked her permission before 

photographing her children.  Living in the backyard of the Tribune, she told me “You 

reporters need to get your stories.”  She stated that this type of encounter had happened 

very often.  This statement seemed to be a reference to her perception of the shady nature 

of photojournalism and the need to illustrate a story as being more important than respect 

for the subjects. 

It was when she told me that my photographs were exploitative, without having 

seen them, that I became first very angry, then sad, then finally curious.   

I was initially angry about what I perceived as unwarranted presumptions about 

my personal character.  When I realized that this understanding was likely similar to how 

African-Americans must perceive racism I became terribly sad.   

There was no consoling this woman she did not care to know about my intentions, 

the story or even the legality of the situation.  This was equally, if not more, upsetting.  
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Essentially I disagreed with her.  However, there was something larger to take from the 

encounter.  That so much of the conversation was based in what was not said, rather 

implied, made it a powerful interaction.  I somehow understood where she was coming 

from and compassion led to curiosity.   

One of the many points she made in my mind, whether intentional or not, is that 

the news media, due to its intrinsic nature, is very often reactionary.  Furthermore, visual 

aids, either video or photographs, are often tightly edited to fit the context of the 

reporting.  The scope of context surrounding an event is often quite limited.   

PROJECT DEFINED 

I.  Goal. 

 Therefore, I propose the creation of a project that explores the experience of the 

Arab male in America.  The goal of which would be, to as great an extent possible, allow 

Arab-American men to speak about themselves.  To achieve this purpose, I intend to 

create a two-phased project.  The first would be a series of photo-elicitation interviews in 

which a representative population of Arab-American men would speak about images 

representing their culture.  I will also create a photo documentation of the Arab-American 

male experience.   

 I believe that allowing the subjects to speak about images representative of their 

realities would create an unique opportunity to discuss issues of self identity from more 

of an “inside” perspective, working to remove the observer-subject relationship inherent 

in much of journalism.  Furthermore, the process would allow for an exploration of the 
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interpretive nature of the relationship between photographer and subject and allow for a 

dialogue about perceptions of exploitation.  

 I realize that I could choose any minority group for the purposes of this study. A 

study of any of which would not be any less valid or important than any other.  However, 

historically and presently, Arab-Americans and Arab immigrants have been framed with 

significant bias in American media coverage.   

II.  Personal Qualifications 

 Long-term stories are what I like to do most in the world of photography.  This 

would not be the first time I have spent three months with a subject.  I began my venture 

into journalism via documentary photography.  While at the Salt Center for Documentary 

Studies I completed an intimate portrait of a family of seven, living in a town of twelve.  

Over the course of three months I would spend at least four days per week literally living 

with this family.  I navigated my way through the maze of issues surrounding long-term 

projects, which range from perspective, participant-observer, to the realities of 

interpersonal relationships that inevitably evolve out of such encounters.   

 Sequential work as a freelance documentary photographer led me to a series of 

projects, each of which presented its own set of logistical, cultural, political and 

interpersonal hurdles.  Their success, I believe to my perception of the world and 

humanity rather than my ability as a photographer.  I believe I posses an incredibly strong 

belief in both the fundamental similarities of the human experience and the subjective 

nature of truth.  Although I do feel that I posses a strong set of convictions, I am willing 

to set them aside to allow a project to unravel in its own manner, which allows for 
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expression I had not expected.  I believe that these sentiments are quickly perceived and 

understood by others, thus facilitating the process of making a subject comfortable. 

 As a master’s student at the Missouri School of Journalism, I have refined my 

ability to work as a visual journalist.  I have been given the skill set required to complete 

a project such as this.  I have studied the tools necessary to generate, execute and edit my 

own work and that of others.  The fundamental elements of photography have remained 

as crucial a skill set as is the ability to piece together a story.  In this ever-changing era in 

journalism, time spent in classes such as Intermediate Writing has also been extremely 

valuable in understanding the structure of narrative storytelling, regardless of medium. 

 As a teacher, editor and coach, I have further benefited from a reinforcement of 

skills.  Editing and coaching has given me the gift of perspective, making it much easier 

for me to remove myself from my own work, or that of others, and be able to look at it 

from the 10,000-foot perspective of an editor.  It has given me the ability to step back 

from personal involvement and examine the strengths, weaknesses and relationships 

within a collection of images. 

 Teaching lab for the Advanced Techniques class has allowed me to refine my 

own understanding of light while developing the skills necessary to share knowledge with 

and encourage students.  Furthermore, working with Rita Reed has required that I stay as 

close to the forefront of evolving technology as possible. 

 Finally, I have been asked to research and understand the academic theories 

surrounding my subjects.  As much as I have had the propensity to resist this part of the 

program, I realize that it is a crucial component of well-informed journalism, for which I 
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have developed a high degree of respect.  Ultimately, this research is yet another layer of 

context, a goal for which we as journalists should be continually striving. 

 I have also had the experience of working with bi-lingual publications, both here 

and in Fort Lauderdale.  This experience has not only given me experience in shooting 

but has opened the door to specific thought and experience in cross-cultural journalism 

and newspaper management. 

 The Missouri School of Journalism has provided me the opportunity to take in a 

broad-based, practical understanding of the world of journalism while refining my ability 

as a photographer.  For this I am very grateful, it is knowledge, practice and insight that I 

will carry through my career.  I also know that I learn and grow best through immersion.  

It is time to focus on making a visual project. 

III.  Analysis Component. 

  I will first identify a body of work created by another photographer that I feel 

best represents the community and subject to be approached.  If possible, I will then 

interview that photographer, and or editor, to examine what the goals of the original 

project were, explore the possibilities of a bias in perspective from the production end 

and examine to what degree the photographer feels this is a complete and accurate 

portrayal of the subjects. 

 I will next identify a specific group of Arab-American men that represents a 

suitable cross section of the local population.  Possible candidates would include, but not 

be limited to, an Imam, a college-age student, a newly arrived immigrant, a local 

businessman and an adolescent.   
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  Once the subject group is defined, I will begin the project by conducting in-

depth, photo-elicitation interviews with this group of males using the previously 

mentioned body of work.  These interviews will consist of loosely framed, open-ended 

questions with the aim of exploring the Arab-Americans’ perception of the body of work 

and the intentions of its creator.  This process will serve to identify perceived problems, 

stereotypes, or thoughts on exploitation that they might perceive within the body of work 

selected.   Ideally the conversation would reflect or reveal any difference in perspective 

between the creator and elicitation subjects.  My hope is that the dialogue surrounding the 

images will lead to a story created, in part, by both subject and author.  Specific questions 

would target perceptions of strengths and weaknesses in the portrayal of the ‘truth’ within 

the body of work.   

 All interviews will be recorded so that the dialogues can be analyzed.  The final 

portion of the research would determine the success of photo-elicitation in identifying 

perceptions of exploitation from within the subject community.  Furthermore, the 

dialogues by nature of having the author’s voice should reflect the difference between 

intent and perception. 

 Upon completion of the analysis, I will write an article outlining my findings and 

discussing the usefulness of the photo-elicitation as a means to empower the subject, 

introduce diversity of the authoritative voice within a project, and to begin to question or 

avoid stereotyping.  This article will be written in a manner suitable for publication is 

such trade journals as News Photographer Magazine, Photo District News, American 

Journalism Review or other appropriate publications. 
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IV.  Professional Project 

  Having completed the photo-elicitation component within the Arab- 

American community, I will already have built a local rapport, having identified and 

presented myself to the Imam, social organizations and businesses that exist within the 

context of the daily life of Arab men. By this point they may already have a realistic 

understanding of the goals of the project, which is to create my own larger essay of the 

male Arab/Muslim experience, and within that context, to perhaps focus in on the stories 

of specific members of that community. 

 It is my hope that potential subjects will emerge from interactions that occur 

while in the early stages of building rapport and while seeking out and interviewing 

subjects for the photo-elicitation interviews.   Once determined, I will spend the 

appropriate amount of time with the subjects to complete a photo-essay or stories 

representative of the authentic Arab-American experience.  It is my hope that the earlier 

photo-elicitation interviews will aid in the creation of a story that the subjects feel is 

much more representative of their reality.  This will consist of a visual body of work 

consisting of between 15-25 images accompanied by captions and text.  

V.  Publication 

 The goal of the project is to communicate to the larger Arab-American population 

and to create a higher level of understanding among non-Arab Americans.  I will work to 

publish the professional skills component in as complete a package as possible.  If the 

project is done within Columbia I will approach The Missourian.  However, I feel that 

many communities with large Arab-American populations would be interested in such a 
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package.  Therefore, I will look to publications in cities such as Detroit and New York.  I 

will contact Arab-American Institute.  News magazines such as Mother Jones will also be 

approached.  Furthermore, it would be interesting to see if there would be any interest 

among Arab States in the story.  Thus I will query Middle-Eastern news agencies. 

 

Proposed time-line.  

Weeks 1-4 

- Identify an appropriate body of work to be used for photo-elicitation 
- Interview photographer/editor. 
- Make initial contact with members of the Arab/Muslim community.  Explain 

reason and scope of project.   
- Establish rapport, name and face recognition.   
- Begin to look for possible subjects for photo-elicitation. 
- Create and establish a detailed work plan based on subjects. 
- Maintain field notes. 

 

Weeks 4-8: 

- Conduct photo-elicitation interviews. 
- Listen to recorded photo-elicitation interviews, creating a log of salient 

comments 
- Identify subjects for professional practice component 
- Begin to shoot for professional practice. 
- Maintain field notes. 

 

Weeks 8-12: 

- Write analysis of research findings. 
- Submit a loose edit to committee for preliminary advising/editing. 

 -     Continue working on professional practice component. 

- Maintain field notes. 
 

Weeks 12-finish: 
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 -     Edit for stories.  Allow time for any re-shooting. 

- Begin querying publications about the about professional skills product and 
professional analysis article 

- Final edit for various publications. 
- Completion of article text. 
- Completion of writing of bound Master’s Project volume. 
- Unseen details. 
- Defend Master’s Project. 

 

 Location 

 For a variety of reasons, I will make every attempt to complete this project here in 

Columbia Mo.  This would be a wise choice for a number of reasons.  I have a lease here 

through August.  I also would be able to live quite well off of student loans and, if 

necessary get a part-time job.  This should leave me in a position to be flexible enough to 

follow the story without putting myself in a difficult financial position. 

 If for some reason I should need or choose to leave Columbia before completion 

of the project I could easily redirect the project.  The obvious strength is in its portability.  

That is to say that the project would be easily completed wherever there is a significant, 

willing Arab/Muslim population. 

 On-site supervisor. 

 Completion of the project in Columbia also removes the need for an on-site 

supervisor.   

 Field notes. 
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 As is required for completion of the master’s project, I will maintain regular field 

notes.  These notes will illuminate my reflections on the project, progress, challenges and 

goals.  I will submit them weekly to my committee for review. 

 Equipment. 

 At this point in my studies of photojournalism, I have collected a kit capable of 

completing this project.  I have two Canon bodies:  A 5D as a primary body and a 10D as 

backup.  I also possess a wide variety of lenses ranging from 16-200mm. 

 Another benefit of a local project is that there is no need for any kind of portable 

memory.  I also imagine I will still have access to the pool equipment if there is any need 

of special lighting kits.  Access to this resource also greatly increases my ability to create 

a multi-media component to the project.  

ANALYSIS COMPONENT 

I.  Introduction 

“What a photograph is OF is objective, factual and specific” 

“What a photograph is ABOUT is subjective, interpretive and personal” (Hurn and Jay, 
28) 

***** 

 The interactions described in the introduction would become the catalyst for this 

study.  The intent, then, of this project is to examine the interpretive nature of the 

relationship between photographer and subject.  I would like to create a dialogue centered 

on how subjects of, in this case, a photo-story perceive exploitation when it pertains to 

images of themselves. 
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Very little research seems to have been done in the field, yet a study on the 

subjective nature of perceived exploitation seems like an obvious bit of required reading 

for students and certainly of interest to photo-editors also.  Participation in fieldwork as a 

social scientist of any manner lends itself to the likely collision of ideology, history and 

understanding of place in a societal context.  How well one is able to understand all of the 

many frameworks and interpretations of that collision will likely determine their success 

as a field worker.   

II.  Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this study of exploitation is drawn largely from the 

fields of anthropology and ethnography.  Though the focus is ultimately visual 

ethnography/anthropology, the larger understanding, as we will later come to see, is that 

these fields are currently supported by a wide variety of subcategories and 

methodologies.  This particular study draws largely on the context of power 

relations/dynamics, historical context and cultural or individual self-understanding.  

Historically, one of the most famous yet controversial ethnographers of our time 

seemed to have thrown the doors of modern ethnographic research open years before 

many of his contemporaries.  Jacob Riis’s work is a landmark of American ethnographic/ 

anthropologic study.  “Riis’s words and photos-when placed in their proper context- 

provide the public historian with an extraordinary opportunity to delve into the complex 

questions of assimilation, labor exploitation, cultural diversity, social control, and 

middle-class fear that lie at the heart of the American immigration experience” 

(O’Donnell, p. 8).  His was likely a first look at many of the socio-economic factors that 
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contemporary subjects would relate to as the principal elements of the concept of 

exploitation.  

Riis seems to be the first visual ethnographer to challenge American society to 

look at itself.  I believe that contemporary ethnographers would feel comfortable that the 

historical idea of the American immigration experience, though not less important, could 

be replaced with the concept of the ‘salad-bowl society’ that we have created in the 

United States.  Many of the issues O’Donnell raises are still at the heart of ethnographic 

study. 

As part of the gatekeepers of institutional, visual ethnography, newspaper editors 

and photographers, by default, place themselves in an awkward position as presenters of 

‘reality’.  Fitzgerald quotes Kress and van Leeuwin (1996).  “There is a tension inherent 

in any photograph between what is in the form of an image and what sense we make of it.  

This is an ancient tension inherent in any semiotic process involving people, signs and 

representatives” (Kress and van Leeuwin, 1996).  Innately, the making of a photograph, 

and thus the understanding of it, opens the door to the realm of power struggles.  What is 

said and what is not said?  Whose role or responsibility is it to answer these questions?  

How does the framing of an image address a larger social context?  In light of this 

O’Donnell notes,  

“Some of the most exciting and important public history in the last three 
decades has focused on the themes of immigration, ethnicity, and race.  Yet as 
anyone involved in such projects will attest, these themes are fraught with 
potential for conflict and controversy.  Every group in America, it seems, is keen 
to have its story told- but not necessarily the “warts and all version.”  
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Mallsion and Brewster note another factor in human nature that aids in the 

evolution of power relationships.  “As has been well established, individuals categorize 

others based on attributes such as race, class, gender and sexual orientation, and employ 

these categorizations to form expectations for social interactions with members of other 

groups.”  Thus there is a predisposition for the existence of inequality in social status. 

In light of this Stuber would argue that Americans have a high level of understanding of 

their own class identity.  He would argue that “understanding how lay people make sense 

of social inequality is critical for understanding how social inequalities get reproduced.” 

 As we move into contemporary ethnographic studies, scholars reiterate the need 

to understand the past.  “…Despite the innovations that these emergent approaches have 

pointed to, they have largely ignored or left unanalyzed the residual effects of colonialism 

and imperialism on ethnographic practices in the contemporary period” (Jordan and 

Yeomans 390). 

The Encyclopedia of Cultural Anthropology defines ethnography as “writing 

about customs or, more generally, the description of cultures based on firsthand 

observation and participating in life ways of people.  Anthropologists report the results as 

ethnography.” (Skinner 1997)  What many scholars of modern ethnography would seem 

to agree on is a strict adherence to the terms observation and participation.  This seems to 

be a crucial departure from past methodology in the study of anthropology.  Jordan and 

Yeomans would go as far as to say, “there is no longer any place of overview (mountain 

top) form which to map human ways of life, no Archimedean point from which to 

represent the world.” 
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It seems commonly understood among contemporary scholars of ethnography 

such as Jordan, Yeomans and Stuber that the field is open to all types of methodological 

approaches.   

“Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) have also indicated that contemporary 
ethnography is distinctive in its reliance upon a diverse range of data sources.  
These include the following: content analysis of primary documents e.g. diaries, 
newspaper cuttings, photographs; interviews (whether framed or unstructured); 
questionnaires (small-scale); life histories.  However, what has defined the 
character and trajectory of ethnography in the past quarter century has been its 
theoretical eclectiscm” (Jordan and Yeomans 394).   

 

As there seems to be very little research on how subjects of visual media 

coverage, specifically photography, perceive exploitation by media outlets, there is a lot 

of room to develop the field.  Thus, this being perhaps an introductory study into the 

realm of perceived exploitation, I feel that there is a solid methodological theory and 

approach involved with this study.  

As the theoretical framework is currently founded largely in other, related areas of 

study, I would expect much development of visual exploitation theory in its own right.  I 

feel that it is greatly to the benefit of this theoretical framework that it can be tied directly 

to so many other fields.     

Moving the Ball Farther Down the Court 

 As this study seems to be presenting itself as somewhat of an inaugural venture 

into the realm of visual exploitation theory, it was hard, at times, to limit myself to 

focusing on the this first study.  The road is wide open, and I couldn’t help but look a bit 

further down it.  While researching this topic I came across many studies in the field of 
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auto-ethnography and auto-photography, many of which I browsed through in search of 

related information.  I came across one in particular, “Shooting in the city: an auto-

photographic exploration of the urban environment in Kingston Jamaica,” by David 

Dodham, which posed questions such as who is best suited to tell a story, and how does 

that choice affect the story you get?  I began to wonder again.  If exploitation is so 

subjective, influenced by so many different social, historical, cultural and economic 

factors, who is perceived by subjects to be best suited to photograph a story such as Park 

Avenue?  Instinctively I wanted to set up a mirror study to the one I just finished writing 

about and again look at the results of the concept of exploitation. 

III.  Methodological Framework 

PHOTO-ELICITATION 

 

 “Men can see nothing around them that is not their own image; everything speaks 
to them of themselves.  Their very landscape is alive.” Karl Marx 

 

Introduction: 

  

 Although different applications and approaches to the methodology of photo-

elicitation will be examined in this research, I intend to use images of my subjects that 

are representative of their culture.  I have two primary concerns:  the first is the ability to 

get as deep an understanding of my subjects as possible and thus present their story in as 

true and meaningful a manner as possible.  The second will be to examine the 

preconceived stereotypes I had of my subjects at the onset of the story.   
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 “In one sense, a photo is an exact representation of reality printed on a flat piece 

of paper.  On the other hand, because the camera does not take pictures by itself, a photo 

can be regarded as a fairly complex expression of the photographer’s relation to the 

world” (Carlsson 2001). 

 On a very basic level, Douglas Harper defines photo-elicitation, “as the idea of 

simply inserting a photograph into an interview.” (Harper 2002)  He, as with all others 

cited, would agree that this insertion of visual stimulus into an interview results, in one 

manner or another, in a greater understanding of the subject.  Harper suggests that photo-

elicitation be seen as a postmodern dialogue based on the authority of the subject rather 

than the researcher. 

History:  

 

 It appears that photo-elicitation as a formal research methodology began with the 

works of John Collier in the mid 1950s.  Collier was part of an interdisciplinary team of 

researchers from Cornell.  A very practical problem, the need to categorize quality of 

housing in Canada’s Maritime Provinces, led Collier to propose the use of photo-

elicitation.  In what would become benchmark findings in the use of photo-elicitation, 

Collier concludes in his work: 

 

 The material obtained with photographs was precise and at times even 
 encyclopedic; the control interviews were less structured, rambling, and freer in 
 association.  Statements in the photo-interviews were in direct response to the 
 graphic probes and different in character as the content of the pictures differed, 
 whereas the character of the control interviews seemed to be governed by the 
 mood of the informants.” (Collier 1957) 
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 Since Collier’s work, photo-elicitation has been employed widely under what may 

be considered the larger umbrella of ethnography.  Social scientists from a variety of 

different social research fields have used the technique to further their own research.  

Anthropologist Paolo Chiozzi used photo-elicitation to determine the effect of bombing 

during World War II on rural Italy. (Chiozzi 1989)  Donna Schwartz assessed how 

different generations within farm communities adapt to structural change, and how those 

changes influence cultural views. (Schwartz 1989)  Sociologist Douglas Harper used a 

combination of aerial and historical photos to interview farmers about their land and 

community (Harper 2001). Britta Carlsson used photography as a tool in a study of 

ecological understanding.  She looked to answer the question: What is nature to you? 

(Carlsson 2001)  Marisol Clark-Ibanez set out to explore the systems of inequality in 

public vs. private grade schools (Marisol Clark-Ibanez 2004).  Landscape sociologist 

Ruth Beilin used photo-elicitation to explore the relationship between farmers and their 

land. (Beilin 2005)   

 Photojournalism students at the Missouri School of Journalism have also created a 

collection of master’s projects incorporating the method, largely giving voice, and thus 

probing deeper into the lives of their subjects.  Of note is the work of Smith and 

Woodward (1999), while Leah Nash used photo-elicitation to explore the taboo subject of 

AIDS in India. (Nash 2004) 

 Harper asserts that there is an evolutionary, physical basis for the increased depth 

of response when a visual aid is added to an interview.  He argues, “ 
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 The parts of the brain that process visual information are older than the parts that 
 process verbal information.  Thus images evoke deeper elements of human  
 consciousness that do words; exchanges based on words alone utilize less of the 
 brain’s capacity than do exchanges in which the brain is processing images as 
 well as words.  

 

 John Berger stated of the relationship between memory and photographs, 

  

 “The thrill found in a photograph comes from the onrush of memory… 

  

 Memory is a strange faculty.  The sharper and more isolated the memory receives, 
 the more it remembers; the more comprehensive the stimulus, the less it 
 remembers (Berger 1992: 192-3). 

 

 Belien notes that clear photographs of familiar circumstances have the lowest 

level of abstraction: “factual representations of critical areas of the informants live can 

trigger emotional revelations otherwise withheld and can release psychological 

explosions and powerful statements of value.” (Collier & Collier 1986) 

 The question of meaning clearly is at the core of the use photo-elicitation.  The 

ambiguity of a photograph, or its ability to generate discourse over the subjectivity or 

truths represented within, are its greatest asset in the use of photo-elicitation as a tool for 

social research.  As students of journalism, this is a conversation that forever haunts the 

internal dialogue.  In his introduction to Visual Anthropology, Edward Hall writes, ‘it is 

not so easy to grasp the notion that two individuals from different cultures viewing an 

identical scene are not necessarily seeing the same thing.” (Collier & Collier 1967) 

  Schwartz argues that photographs are inherently ambiguous, that their meanings 

emerge in the viewing process (Schwartz 89).  Meaning in photography is clearly a 
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subjective element, based largely on who is assigning it. Calhoun notes that a key to the 

integration of fieldwork and theoretical research is the idea of ‘imminent critique.  That is 

to say that our subjects will eventually confront the results of our theoretical framework 

partnered with fieldwork.  “This conceptualizes problems and possibilities from within, 

heightening the tensions between existing and the possible, and in doing so, clarifying the 

potential for participant action.” (Calhoun 1995) 

 Participation on behalf of the subject is the inherent strength of photo-elicitation.  

There have been a variety of methodological approaches to get the richness of added 

context.  The researcher must first decide who will be making the photographs.  The 

studies I examined adhered to one of three options. Clark-Ibanez (2004) and Beilin 

(2005) both created self-generated projects in which subjects were provide cameras and 

were asked to photograph themselves.  Smith and Woodward (1999) and others identified 

a topic they wished to probe via visual stimuli.  For example, Smith and Woodward 

identified Larry Clark’s work Tulsa as a stimulus for interviewing subjects who are, 

“intimately familiar with the subject,” in this case drug addiction.  Finally, Harper, Nash 

and Schwartz all photographed subjects themselves, then went back and reviewed the 

photos with their subjects. 

 Although each approach has its benefits and challenges, all seem to agree on one 

simple conclusion best put by Harper.   

 “I believe photo-elicitation mines deeper shafts into a different part of the   
 human consciousness than do words alone interviews….  That    
 extraordinary sense of seeming to retrieve something that has disappeared   
 belongs alone to the photograph, and it leads to deep and interesting talk” (2002). 
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 I think it would be highly beneficial to note some of the findings of each 

methodology, as each seemed to have something unique to offer.   

 Another of the apparently universal benefits of this approach is addressed in 

Collier’s assertion that photographs ease the rapport between researcher and interviewee 

(1967).  Collier continues to state that this process lessens awkwardness because there is 

something to focus on.  This makes it easier for the subject and facilitates dialogue 

between the two parties. 

 Easing of rapport and creation of dialogue is the first step in breaking down the 

power structure that is commonly associated with the photographer-subject relationship.  

“Where photos are used as communicative devices in interviews the creation of a positive 

atmosphere may be enhanced and the asymmetry of power reduced.” (Carlsson 2001)

 Arriving at this point encourages the subject to the freedom to take on the role of 

active participant, thus opening the door to a greater understanding on behalf of the 

researcher.  Harper describes a moment when a subject, Willie, “saw his world from a 

new perspective, he came to realize how little of it I understood.  Willie then welcomed a 

role in which he used the photos to teach me about his normal routines and knowledge.” 

(2002).  Schwartz also noted the positive benefits of equalizing the power dynamics as 

she noted greater and greater access to her subjects’ lives over repeated photo-elicitation 

interviews, to the point that she was always invited to the kitchen table of an interviewee.  

Furthermore, her subjects began to take an active role in directing her focus of study. 

 Universal also is the language surrounding the benefit of gaining unseen insight to 

the world of the subject.  In her study Beilin argues “outsiders cannot assume to 
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understand farming practice and need to be conscious that they are interpreting the 

farmers’ actions in the look of the landscape’.  The farmers’ reasons need to be 

articulated for outside viewers to know their practices (2005).  Thus, the farmers “must 

be seen in it’s own terms.” (Collier & Collier 1986)  Forrester maintains that self-

descriptions are important to the construction of identity, and what subjects are doing is 

an ‘ongoing construction of self’ (1989).  Harper further argues elicitation interviews 

connect ‘core definitions of the self’ to society culture and history.” (2002)   

 Following the methodology in which subjects are allowed to photograph their 

own reality, fascinating examples of the construction of identity that otherwise might 

have gone unnoticed are found in Clark-Ibanez’s work in 2004.   

 In the first example, she arrives at an interview to discuss why a young subject 

has taken 38 images of her new kitten.  The result was a much larger understanding of the 

upward transition of her parents resulting in a move to a better neighborhood and thus a 

loss of old friends.  Another interview about a favorite tree across the street led to a 

conversation about illegal immigration and the need to avoid INS patrols (2004).  Ibanez-

Clark’s work stresses the need to focus on the otherwise ordinary lives of your subject. 

 Forester argued that the everyday acts of living hide complex interactions 

between the subject and the action.  Each action has content that is inherited and 

appropriated in subtle, political ways (1992).  Clark-Ibanez and Schwartz seem to support 

this idea of multiple layers of meaning in their own work.  Both studies found multiple 

layers of meaning depending on which individual family member was interviewed. In-

group interviews, photo-elicitation also revealed contrasts and tensions among viewers.  
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 Having looked at the benefits of using photo-elicitation as a methodology, it 

would be wise to examine some of the potential pitfalls.  Harper poses a poignant 

challenge to the researcher-as-photographer method in his 2001 work with farmers.  

 “The photographs I made of their work did not evoke deep reflections on the 
 issues I was interested in.  I came to think that it was perhaps because my 
 photographs looked essentially like the illustrations in the many farm magazines  
 found in the house and shop.  They did not break the frame of the farmers normal 
 views; they did not lead to a reflective stance vis-à-vis the taken for granted 
 aspects of work and community.” (2002) 

 

 Harper solves the problem by switching to a perspective of the land that few had 

ever seen; he photographs it from a plane.  The level of engagement is increased by a new 

perspective.  The inherent challenge, it seemed, was to get the subject to see, and thus 

think about their lives differently.  Another solution arises for him in later work, again 

with Willie, who takes on the role of what and how Harper should photograph for the 

next stages of his research (2002). 

 Orellana warns of the challenge of the tendency to make visually arresting images 

rather than those that may pertain to the reality of the subject (1999).  As a photographer, 

I can understand this tendency well.  Perhaps a solution to this problem would be the 

multiple rounds of editing and review on behalf of the subjects. 

 In conclusion, all seemed to be in agreement with Harper in one way or another. 

“That extraordinary sense of seeming to retrieve something that has disappeared belongs 

alone to the photograph, and it leads to deep and interesting talk.” (2002) The pictures 

granted the subject an active role in the telling of the ‘truth’ of their story.  The process 

increased their interest levels and granted them a rare opportunity to normalize power 
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dynamics.  Each researcher also agreed that photo-elicitation as a methodology in their 

respective studies brought them closer to understanding their subjects.  Why not? 

VI.  Literature Review 

Introduction 

 An exploration of past and current media trends will help understand the way in 

which the Western media has framed Arabic culture.  Through this I hope to examine the 

media’s role in constructing the framework for perception, both of and about the 

population.  

 The purpose of this study was originally to examine the relationship between the 

portrayal of Arabs in the U.S. media and stereotypes of this cultural group within the 

perceptions of the American citizenry.  Lack of context within American media with 

respect to the Arab voice seemed to be painting a very biased perspective of an extremely 

diverse people.  For lack of a body of research addressing this specific topic, the nature of 

the study changed largely to that of the framing of Arabs by Israeli media, the political 

landscape within the United States with regard to this issue, and how our own political 

arena influences the Western televised media. 

Listening between Arabs and Americans 

 Language has for centuries been recognized as the strongest form of cultural 

identity.  Communication, the foundation of all understanding between peoples, must not 

be underestimated in its importance in the evolution of stereotypes on a fundamental 



	   	  
	  

	   396	  

level.  Systemically the failure to properly understand culture via language can result in 

the exacerbation of stereotypes and their manifestation in the mass media.   

The argument arises that in order to successfully aid in the resolution of Middle 

Eastern troubles, Americans must recognize the need to understand, beyond mere words, 

what Arabic communicates. Language as a tool of culture is also critical to this argument, 

and true understanding of the cultural elements involved is necessary for communicative 

understanding.  We must realize that Arabic is not only a language, but also an art form 

and tool of religion.   

Cultural differences expressed through verbal communication of the Arabic 

language must be fully understood.  Notably, Arabic communicates a very different 

understanding of the same terms that English speakers would use.  Arabic often 

communicates a much more intricate social and emotional set of ideas, and often what is 

said is of social obligation, not of actual intent to carry through.  For example, the Arab 

construct of friendship and brotherhood, wherein a speaker may be speaking in the first 

person about a sentiment he relates to a larger body of people (Veenstra 2004).   

It would seem fair to assume that this is a wise avenue for both sides to pursue 

and develop.  However, the nature of this study will focus on what the West is not 

hearing of the Arab voice, and thus how we frame this culture in our media networks. 

Historical Portrayal of Arabs in Israeli Media 

Firer notes that although representation of “others” has improved greatly over the 

past 47 years, Israeli educational texts still include a sense of cultural prejudice.  Firer 
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cites, among others, age-old historical sources of mistrust, war and differences in 

theocratic/political traditions. 

Historically Arabs have faced a number of obstacles to proper representation in 

Israeli media outlets.  The framing of Arabs as the “others” is a fundamental element in 

misrepresentation within Israeli media, ultimately leading to that country’s understanding 

of human rights.  This framing begins with early life experiences including children’s 

books, fairytales and oral tradition (First 2002).  

Having seeped its way into the fabric of Israeli self-understanding the problem of 

framing the Arab and Arab-Israeli populations extends far beyond conventional news 

media. The representation of Arabs as others is noted in Firer’s article “Human Rights in 

History and Civic Textbooks:  The Case of Israel.”  Ruth Firer examines the history of 

how Israelis view ‘others’ through fundamental reading material of Israeli society: 

historical textbooks, civic education texts and peace education manuals.  

Deep-rooted xenophobia on behalf of Israeli Jews has created a culturally 

accepted set of norms with respect to the others (Firer 1998).  In a study of some 44 

history textbooks, 23 civics textbooks, and five peace manuals printed as far back as the 

1950s there is evidence of bias in value dilemmas and an implicit curricula.  The study 

also questions the meaning of materials omitted from the historical texts and an 

ambiguous understanding of to what degree these texts promote tolerance or intolerance.  

An example of this is that textbooks up until 1993 only had photographs of Arabs doing 

menial labor leaving out the possibility of a professional class. (Firer 1998)    
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Of note to the understanding of how Israelis view ‘others.’  The term most often 

refers to Arabs, however is also inclusive of Eastern European, African and Orthodox 

Jews and Gentiles or non-Jewish peoples.   

Beyond the realm of institutional texts, Arab Israelis live as a minority surrounded 

by Israeli popular culture.  An examination of the state of Israel’s pop-culture with 

respect to the portrayal of Arabs reveals a variety of influences.  Although there are a few 

examples within pop culture that attest to it as being the most likely form of media to 

frame Arabs in a positive manner, generally those elements of pop culture which are 

financially profitable remain within the pro Israeli sentiment. 

Contemporary writers seem hard pressed to produce anything outside of a Zionist 

sentiment.  Many seem not to even acknowledge that they are writing from this 

perspective.  Poets, on the other hand, seem to have had more success in writing from an 

outside perspective.  Playwrights, for their part, have been largely influenced by pacifist 

sentiment introduced in the 70s.  Although their work challenges convention, its political 

effect is limited by its marginal commercial success. (Pappe 1997)    

 On a larger scale, the film industry has in many respects gone further in 

any other medium in presenting fundamental challenges to the Zionist narrative.  Many 

Israeli films cross conventional lines in a Romeo and Juliet fashion with cross-cultural 

protagonists.  The failure of Israeli film in this respect is its tendency to project the Israeli 

image onto Palestinian characters.  Israeli pop musicians, having the ability to reach 

similar numbers in audience rarely risk their relationship with the public by being seen as 
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political.  Conversely however Arabic music remains hugely popular among Israelis. 

(Pappe 1997) 

Arabs in Contemporary Israeli Media 

As a result of the socialized framing of the others, Arabs in Israeli news media 

find themselves up against similar problems on a systemic level.  

Ethnocentrism and the distribution of social power 

 

Ever a divided country, there is much evidence to show that news editors in 

Israeli media often operate under the assumption that the majority population has very 

little interest in the affairs of the minority unless they represent a threat to social order 

(Avraham & Wolfsfeld 2000).  The degree of interest in the Arab community fluctuates 

under a variety of circumstances and patterns of internal behaviors and routines. 

Internal politics often have an obvious role in how these decisions are made.  

Low-status reporters are usually interested in advancing in the organizations hierarchy, so 

they tend not to rock the boat and to adopt the familiar news definitions regarding the 

Arab community (Avraham & Wolfsfeld 2000).  The issues of internal political problems 

are exacerbated by further elements of the constructive theory, which reflects the media’s 

tendency to portray dominant social perceptions during the news production process.  In 

this same environment, journalists tend not only to avoid rocking the boat but prefer 

stories they feel would be professionally acknowledged as effective and praiseworthy 

while maintaining cultural conventions (Avraham 2003). 
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By comparing two groups of similar demographic status yet different in their 

relationship with national media Eli Avraham, a more recent study presents a compelling 

testimony to the politicization of media.  The article, Press, Politics, and the Coverage of 

Minorities in Divided Societies:  The Case of Arab Citizens in Israel elaborates on the 

relationship between the sociopolitical environment and the media. To stress the point, 

the author uses media portrayal of two groups within Israel who share common 

demographical information yet represent vastly different relationships to the media: Arab 

populations and Jewish settlements.   

In 2003 two Israeli newspapers Ha’aretz and Yedioth Aharonoth represented 

roughly 70 percent of the nation’s readership (Avraham 2003).  Consideration of issues in 

coverage then becomes more one of who to assign to coverage of the Palestinian cause 

and for how long or how regularly the coverage should occur.  Further editorial decisions 

include who is considered the target group and what is defined as news for that group.  In 

2000, the Arab population of Israel represented 18 percent of the national population.  At 

that time Ha’aretz was the only news medium in Israel to have a reporter permanently 

assigned to the Palestinians (Avraham & Wolfsfeld 2000).  

  The study’s findings suggest that although there is a prevailing sense of Jewish 

ethnocentrism within Israeli news media, short-term changes in coverage and the 

decision-making process can present a positive challenge to those beliefs that were held 

as conventional.   

Television bridges East and West. 
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Thus far examination of Israeli media has largely been restricted to print media.  

Televised news media has intentionally been left aside because it is the form of media 

that most directly binds the East to the West.  Throughout the course of research, 

televised Israeli news has often been referred to as Western.  Thus it provides an 

excellent point of transition to the American dynamic in Middle Eastern affairs. 

Recent history has witnessed fluctuations in the nature of relations between 

Israelis and Palestinians.  1988 marked the beginning of the first Palestinian intifada 

while 1998, five years after the Oslo accords, reflects a time of relative peace, optimism 

and negotiation.  Thus one would expect that in an era marked by upheaval followed by 

an era of political progress there would be a variable nature to the representation of 

Israel’s Arab population.  To the contrary, however, study has found that regardless of 

the overall volatility of televised representation, very little changed in the context of 

Israel’s two largest television stations during this era.  (First 2002) 

 Implications of the events of early October 2000 exemplify the extremities of 

sociopolitical factors working on the media.  Arab Israelis rioted in expression of 

solidarity with Palestinians in the occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip.  The riots were 

followed by a series of vigilante actions against the Arabs on behalf of Jewish citizens.  

Of note during the initial protests was the fact that Israeli security forces appeared to 

shoot with the intent to kill.  Thirteen unarmed protestors were killed, another thousand 

were injured and hundreds arrested.  This event came after two years of debate on how to 

deal with the growing political power of Arab Israeli citizens.  “ The behavior of the 
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Israeli security forces had the effect of legitimizing the killing of Arabs, thereby placing 

them outside the protection of the law” (Bishara 2001).   

 Of even further note was the complete lack of self-criticism of the event within 

Israeli media.  Not only were Arab Israelis placed outside the protection of the law, but 

also the Israeli security forces were not held accountable for the deaths of 13 unarmed 

protestors.  The social implications of the events are monumental, including the social 

demotion of Arab Israelis, the illusion of integration, and the collapse of hopes for 

integration. (Bishara 2001) 

On Hawks and Doves. 

 

  Tamar Liebes’s article, “Decoding Television News:  The Political Discourse of 

Israeli Hawks and Doves,” examines the difficulty of passing from generation to 

generation dovish political ideology and the relative ease of success in the transfer of 

hawkish sentiment from generation to generation.  The article examines the prevailing 

hawkish political attitude among the younger generation.  It asserts that a variety of social 

factors aid in its promotion.  The author argues that this is the reality of residual 

nationalist sentiment following the 1967 War.  Furthermore this generation was born into 

conflict, a reality that has been with them their entire life, a conflict that for all practical 

purposes has no foreseeable end (Liebes 1992).  This psychology seems to hold true to 

some extent among other cultures in which the younger generations are born into 

conflict; Belfast, UK immediately comes to mind. 

The article further asserts that Israel’s television media is not manifestly biased, 

however seems to favor the hawkish position.  Liebes states “the Western media is a 
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social warning system, exposing the exception rather than the rule.” (Liebes 1992)  It is 

an interesting commentary on the Israeli media system, arguably similar to what one may 

find in the US, media system.  The study is pointing to a critical problem in broadcast 

media of both Israel and the United States; the promotion of racial stereotypes via stories 

with no social context. 

 The ‘exception’, as mentioned above, in Israel is that violence results in 

the media framing stereotypes of the perpetrators and thus fuels the same fears, 

ideologies and desires that inspire the hawkish ideology.  Furthermore, this type of 

coverage “constrains viewers to perceive the violent actions of the protestors as an 

expression of their predispositions, while the violent actions of the soldiers confronting 

them are considered to be situationally motivated.” (Liebes 1992)  

The salience of this study is represented by the fact that the subjects were Israeli 

citizens responding to a public news-cast watched by nearly 70percent of the population 

on a nightly basis lends to its reflection of Israeli sentiment.   

The West 

 

 With victory come the spoils.  Such was the case at the end of World War II, a 

moment in time that would forever change the nature of relations in the Middle East.  

Historically, U.S. policy has been in favor of a strong Zionist movement in the region.  

This sentiment is based in political, theological and ethical factors such as compassion for 

the plight of European Jews following World War II and the need for a strong ally in the 

Middle East. (Christison 1997) 
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 Furthermore, Truman and Wilson, both key policymakers with respect to the 

Middle East, shared the sentiment that Jewish peoples should inhabit the biblical 

homeland.  Until the 1970s political concerns of native Palestinians have remained 

secondary to the will of Western political goals. (Christison 1997) 

 This issue raises the historical premise for the relationship between the U.S. 

media, the U.S. Presidency and foreign policy with regard to the Middle East.  Policy 

focus is placed primarily on the needs of Western influences largely overlooking those of 

the Palestinians.  If historically this is the case, is the presidency then setting the political 

attitude of The U. S. towards Palestinians via domestic media sources?   

 The answer lies in the President’s ability to direct national attention and the 

relationship between the Office and national media.  Traditionally, scholars have 

maintained that the Presidents are the most influential agenda setters in national politics, 

and that presidents have their greatest agenda setting potential in foreign policy.  

Continued research challenges this position and finds that generally there is a more 

reactive position on behalf of the Presidency to the focus of the media.  This position can 

be countered however by an administration that is adept at prioritizing certain issues, and 

the relative salience of that issue. (Peake 2001) 

 A President’s ability to manage the direction of Congress, the media and the 

general public finds great success when the administration is able to compartmentalize 

issues.  The idea that governments need enemies can be found in literature as far back as 

Sun Tzu’s “Art of War.”  An enemy creates focus, reinforces dominant social values, 

distracts attention and can serve to direct attention to a common threat.   
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 The post-Cold War era is noted as an era lacking a prominent enemy for the U.S.  

It is fair to note the rise of prominence in foreign policy of issues such as the drug cartels, 

Somalia and others, but there is a definite lack of a Soviet-type enemy.  Neoconservative 

intellectuals within the Republican Party and disenchanted members of the American 

Israel Public Affairs Committee were primed to create a new public menace to promote 

their ideology. (Hadar 1996) 

 There is much evidence of this in the Bush administration’s handling of the post 

September 11 attacks.  In a series of public speeches following the attacks the President 

quickly moved through the requisite steps in the creation of an enemy.  Arabs came to 

represent the difference between Them and Us.  This administration continued on to use 

religion to propagate a unified set of beliefs.  Thus terms representing moral opposition, 

such as evil, were pasted to the players in international terrorism.  Animalistic remarks 

further served to dehumanize this new enemy, such as men who hide in caves.  Framing 

this cause as a battle between good and evil created the environment necessary to create a 

new global “Axis of Evil.” (Merskin 2004)  Bush now had the social-political dynamic to 

guide the media. 

 The side effects of this process were many: The maintenance of a social hierarchy 

in which the media had a critical role, an adverse effect on domestic race relations and 

the restructuring of minorities in media representation. (Domke, Garland, Billeaudeaux, 

Hutchenson 2003) 

L.A. Times Berlin bureau chief Jeffery Fleishman covered most of the recent Gulf 

War as a unilateral correspondent.  He covered the most recent Gulf War as a unilateral 
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correspondent.  In resistance to the mechanisms of the Bush administration, he elaborates 

upon the need for in-depth field reporting to create stories with a sense of profundity.  

This argument comes specifically as a challenge to the Bush administration’s extremely 

exaggerated assertions that Ansar-al-Islam, an Iraqi terrorist group, had weapons of mass 

destruction plant in the northern mountains of Iraq.  The further assertion was made that 

this group had direct ties to the Hussein government.  Essentially, in calling for its 

destruction, Bush was politically framing a call to war.  In a moment of proactive use of 

the media, Ansar invited foreign press to come to see the base accused of manufacturing 

wmd’s.  The press found no significant evidence that this was the case. (Fleishman 2004) 

This event reinforces the need for the press to maintain vigilance in political 

manipulation of the mass media.  The Ansar group, although horrible in their own right, 

were being framed as the reason for military action in Iraq.  That this base was accused of 

being capable of producing chemical and biological weapons that could be distributed 

throughout Europe and the Middle East was most likely a gross over exaggeration 

designed to mold American beliefs. 

Framing in the U.S. media. 

 The question arises then, how does the American public view the Arab world via 

domestic media outlets, and under what internal conditions are our own media outlets 

operating? 

 Although very little research spoke directly to this point, there seems to be enough 

evidence that would warrant its mention.  Critical to the media framing of any issue is the 

social/political bias of media ownership.  Ideally this would be a non-issue, however, I 
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would venture to say that some serious self-assessment would add a great deal of context 

to the understanding of our own system (Husseini 1992).   

 The largest criticism of American media coverage of the Arab-Israeli conflict is 

context.  Within the realm of the recent history of Arab-Israeli relations, there have been 

some hopeful moments.  During the second intifada, U.S. media attention increased while 

framing of the issue also became more positive.  It is likely that the movement struck a 

sympathetic cord among Western social movement frames, and that moving into 

diplomatic negotiations with its opponents (Oslo accords) had a positive effect on the 

validity of a group such as the PLO. (Noakes 2002) 

 Under pressure from pro-Israeli constituencies, American media outlets have 

begun to minimalize context surrounding the conflict.  Terms such as “occupied 

territories” in relation to Jewish land holdings and settlements have all but disappeared 

from American media outlets regardless of the fact that this occupation has been 

condemned by the United Nations.  Lacking is the Palestinian and Arab voice from 

regional coverage and thus context for anything more than utterly biased coverage.  

Evidence suggests that the U.S. media is evasive in its use of headlines when it comes to 

anything that may indict Israeli action while similar events invoke a much different 

response in Europe.  Of further concern is the creation of an Israeli public relations 

headquarters in New York to reinforce Israel’s public image and apply pressure to those 

media outlets considered unfriendly. (Ackerman 2001) 

 Finally, there is the issue of how news stories presented the reaction of Arab 

Americans to the Gulf War.  The media drew upon archetypical stories of American 
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realities to portray a unified hegemonic country.  Although their views were highly 

visible during this era, the media constructed the stories in the sense of the typical 

American immigrant, thus unifying a common understanding. (Gavrillos 2002)    

In conclusion, it is evident that very little has changed with respect to the 

representation of Arabs in both Israeli and American media outlets.  Israel seems to 

maintain the status quo, if not under pressure form those who would move away from 

resolution.  The United States seems to have adopted a similar, if not a subtler, stance.  

The power structure remains the same, if not more consolidated.  For any real 

understanding to occur, context would need to be greatly expanded. 
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