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<Abstract>

Similar but Not Same:

The Development of the (Myanmar) Karen Community in

Korea

LEE Sang Kook
(Yonsei University)

This study explores how the Karen in Korea have built up their
identity with a focus on the life stories of the two individuals. In
early days (the 1990s), the Karen had a similar pattern of lifestyles
with other Burmese in Korea. However, stepping into the 2000s the
Karen were about to take a different path, prompted by the visit of
a Karen politician to Korea. As a result, Karen National Fellowship
was established and began to organize a Karen New Year Ceremony
as an important event to promote independent identity. In early 2009
as the Korea branch of the Karen Youth Organization was set up,
Karen identity became more politicized and stood upon refugeeness.
A new policy environment unfolded in the 2010s, in particular a
refugee resettlement program enacted in 2012 strengthened refugee
identity and subsequently transnational ties among the Karen in Korea
and beyond. The history of the Karen community tells that their

identity building has stood upon transnationalism, uniqueness, and
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refugeeness. However, they have to face obstacles in their pursuit of
independent identity: the absence of an important person that used
to play a big role in the establishment of transnational connection;
cultural hybridity manifest in the Karen New Year; and the Korean
government's engagement in resettled refugees. They are taking an
independent but dynamic path in their ongoing process of identity

building.

Key Words: Karen, Refugee, Resettlement, Transnationalism,

Uniqueness, Refugeeness
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