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ABSTRACT

The creation and negotiation of identity are prevalent themes in both refugee
studies and the studies of ethnic tourism. For cross-border asylum seekers, loss of
place and homeland has radical effects on group identity as diasporas attempt to
recreate their communities and traditions in a new land. In ethnic tourism, the
objectification and commoditization of minority peoples and cultures force shifts in
perception of indigenous culture and knowledge both from within the community as
well as from tourists, tour operators, and the larger populations amongst which the
toured groups reside. This study examines the state of ethnic tourism in three
interconnected Kayan villages in Mae Hong Son, in which the Kayan women—also
known as “long necks” for the brass coils they wear—are placed on display for
tourists at the behest of influential businessmen, and with the complicity of local
officials and military units.

This case study presents a unique example of ethnic tourism in that the Kayan
in the tourist villages are given special rights and privileges in comparison with their
ethnic brethren living in neighboring refugee camps due to their value as a
promotional tool and economic boon for the once impoverished and underdeveloped
Mae Hong Son. Many of them are registered and documented with multiple statuses,
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including “highlander,” “migrant worker,” and “refugee”.
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This study examines the relationship between sovereign nations and
marginalized refugee populations in the creation of identity. It examines the impact
that ethnic tourism has on indigenous culture, comparing traditional Kayan meaning
and significance of the neck-coiling practice with the new commoditized and
objectified meanings within the tourist village. It documents the spread of “long neck
tourism” in Thailand and Burma, including the trafficking of Kayan into new tourist
villages, and the impact that the purchase and sale of human life has on self-concept.
It also examines the complexities of the Kayan’s political status within the Thai state,
as their value as a tourism commodity has allowed them to register for ID cards and
statuses that a normal refugee would not be allowed. Finally, this research examines
the politics of control of the “long neck” image, as a myriad groups—such as
provincial governments, UNHCR, third countries such as New Zealand, and ethnic
militias such as the KNPLF—all vie for control and ownership of both the Kayan
image and the actual physical bodies of the Kayan themselves.

Theoretical analysis displays the relationship between sovereignty,
objectification, and negotiation for the Kayan in Mae Hong Son. As refugees, the
Kayan have few rights or leverage, and the larger entities around them express their
sovereignty in the form of political control, control over residence and movement, and
control over the raw life of the Kayan. These groups include governments,
businessmen, and militants, and their expressions of sovereignty show themselves in
the forms of objectification, commoditization of culture, and the outright
objectification of the Kayan body as a purchasable and tradable commodity in itself.
The concepts of sovereignty and objectification are strong factors in the lives of such
marginalized peoples, yet with such little room to maneuver, the Kayan still find ways
to negotiate rights and reassemble their ethnic identity along indigenous lines. The
final section of this thesis shows ways in which the Kayan in Mae Hong Son’s tourist
villages negotiate their position by playing large actors off each other, and
manipulating the media for their objectives.
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