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ABSTRACT

This thesis studies textile handicraft production by Karen displaced women, as it relates
to multiple dimensions of the women’s role along the Thai-Burma borderland, both at the individual
and network levels. Textile handicrafts making, especially weaving, plays an important role in displaced
Karen women’s life. It supports many women’s livelihoods and sustains their families in the condition
of displacement. For individual women who live in temporary shelters and Thai villages along the
Thai-Burma border, textile handicrafts carry use-value as well as exchange—value: the products are
used in everyday life and sold as commodities. This study on textile handicrafts making highlights
Karen displaced women’s cultural and economic roles in the household and the community. Karen
textile handicrafts represent Karen ethnic and cultural identity in the context of displacement. Through
textile handicraft production, the women play an important part in maintaining Karen’s cultural
heritage. Contributing products and income to the household and the community, the women gain self-
esteem as well as develop their own capacity. For women’s organizations on the Thai-Burma border,
textile handicrafts are a source of income that the organizations use to support community members
who are in need. Textile handicraft production is part of the organizations’ activities to develop
women’s potential and to empower displaced women. Women’s groups and organizations in the border
area have collaborated and formed displaced women’s networks that transmit the awareness of women’s
issues to individual Karen displaced women in the Thai-Burma border. The women’s networks
communicate displaced women’s issues to the world by distributing words about the situations and
experiences of displaced women. The displaced women’s networks mobilize along with the global
women’s movement. The incorporation of textile handicraft production in women’s organization
activities highlights the way in which women’s traditional role in cultural and social reproduction can
be a source of women’s empowerment. From household utility to a source of income and to women’s
empowerment agent, Karen displaced women’s textile handicraft production meaningfully contributes
to the Karen community in the Thai-Burma Border area and beyond.

KEY WORDS: KAREN DISPLACED WOMEN/ TEXTILE HANDICRAFTS/ EMPOWERMENT/
WOMEN’S NETWORKS
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