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HISTORY OF THE KAREN PEOPLE (The Karen Women’s Organization 2004 : 14-15)

Once upon a time, an old man arrived at an island where there were no other men. He hung his
shirt on a fishing pole and planted it on the island as a mark of his discovery. He called the place
‘Taku (which is now known as Rangoon). That is how the Karen people came to live in the

country called Burma. (Legend of the Karen People).

Within Burma, the Karen people live spread across from Irrawaddy, Pegu and Rangoon, down to
the Tenasserim Divisions. There are also large numbers of Karen people living in Mon, Karenni,
and Karen States. [See Map)]. According to the 1947 census, Burma had a total population of

24 million, of which the Karen population was a title (little?) over 5 million.

Even though the Karen people are known for converting to Christianity, the majority of Karen
people are still Buddhists and animists. They work primarily as subsistence swidden farmers in
the hills and deep forests, as wet — rice cultivators in the plains, and some work as specialized
cash ~ corp producers.? Today, many Karen people also work as salary workers, functionaries

and business people living in towns and cities.

The Karen people’s struggle for freedom, peace and justice in Burma began at the same time as
when Burma attained independence from Britain in 1948. After the first military coup in 1962,
many Karen schools were closed down and social and cultural activities were taken over by the
military regime, under the lead of Ne Win. The infamous “Four Cuts Policy” was introduced in
1970, first in the Irrawaddy Delta Region and then in the Pegu Yoma Range Region. By the end
of 1974, the “Four Cuts Policy™ had been introduced throughout the Eastern Regions all the way

to Karen State and Mergui / Tavoy District (Tanasserin Division).

The Four Cuts Policy aims to cut access and supplies of food, funds, recruits and information to
insurgent groups by systematically terrorizing the civilian population in ethnic national areas. In
the “brown areas,” forced relocation and forced labor are common practices. However, in the
“black areas,” which are also called “free — fire zones”, the military troops shoot on sight at

anything or any person seen. In a addition they systematically extort or destroy villages, crops,



195

livestock, churches, school, houses, cash, valuables and rice fields. Some other common
practices of the Four Cuts Policy include detention, torture and execution; forced labor; forced
relocation to sites and villages directly under the control of the Burmese military troops; and

systematic rape and other forms of violence against women.

The Four Cuts Policy heralded the beginning of massive forced relocations of Karen
communities, which resulted in hundreds of thousands of Karen people being internally
displaced. Due to the high level of terrorization of communities and destruction of their properties
during these forced relocations it has not been possible to collate accurate figures of the number
of internally displaced persons. However, according to the 1974 military government census the
Karen population had dgcreased from 5 million to 3.2 million, while Burma’s total population had
increased from 24 million to 33 million. After the 1988 mass uprising, the State Law and Order
Restoration Council (SLORC), the new military junta took over power in September 1988. The
SLORC increased its military strength and raised the momentum of war against the ethnic
minorities. According to the SLORC’s 1990 census, Burma’s population had increased to 44

million while the Karen population had decreased further to 2.9 million.

In Burma, the Karen people, like many other ethnic nationalities, are under severe repression
because of their ethnicity. The military’s massive attacks on the Karen resistance movement
within which Karen civilians were directly targeted, lead to wholesale and systematic destruction
of villages. Many Karen people were subjected to forced labour, arbitrary arrests and killings, and
sexual violence. This has led to hundreds of thousands of internally displaced Karen fleeing and

living either in Burma’s forests or as refugees in Thailand.

The aspirations of the Karen people were originally expressed by the Karen people in 1948
when the entire Karen population demonstrated for ethnic equality and the right to self —
determination. The same desire has since taken the form of a national struggle, led by the
Karen National Union. The Karen Women’s Organization, as part of this ongoing struggle,
continues to hope and work for democracy, peace and justice in a Federal Union of Burma, in

which the Karen people and all other ethnic nationalities can coexist in harmony and equality.
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1 : The Karen Women'’s Organisation Report 2007
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