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Kayan women protest ‘human zoo’ situation

Zember is one of the “giraffe women” who has joined a growing protest movement amongst Thailand’s Kayan people. She decided to throw off the brass rings that have been coiled high around her neck since she was a child. Her head did not instantly collapse on weakened neck muscles, contrary to what guides tell tourists. But her actions have fuelled bitter arguments between generations, fury among Thai businessman who profit from tourism, and created a new role model for disaffected young women. 

Tourist brochures in Thailand advertise an exotic sightseeing experience for tourists in hill country villages around Mae Hong Son to photograph the extraordinarily elongated necks of Kayan women. Human rights groups believe that Kayan women are treated like animals in a zoo. 

When the Kayan first arrived from neighbouring Burma the women accepted their role in this ‘human zoo’, earning money by being photographed and by selling souvenirs to tourists in the three Kayan villages. 
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The villages are really refugee camps. The inhabitants have no work permits or citizenship rights in Thailand, and the authorities forbid them to leave. Bridget Robinson, a British volunteer who teaches Kayan children believes the Thai authorities deliberately deny them help that would improve their lives. She said, “The tourists want ‘primitive’, so they are not allowed to develop in any way. But you have these young women who are ambitious and want to have a future”. 

Zember, now 21, is fighting back along with a dozen other Kayan women. “I want to keep my people’s traditions but we are suffering because of the rings”, she said. “We are denied education and the Thai authorities will not let us go to another country even though some of us have been invited to live in Finland and New Zealand”. 

Other women complain that they are pressured to keep the rings on so the tourists keep coming. Women are paid about 21 pounds a month to wear them, 15 times more than a farmer.  One young Kayan man, Francis, said: “We have to live by letting tourists photograph our women. We hate this. We feel humiliated”. 

The ripples of rebellion are growing. Mapo, 23, was horrified when she saw a postcard showing her nursing her baby, sneaked by a photographer when she wasn’t looking. “I hate that postcard”, she said.  

[adapted from a story by Nick Meo, Newsday Online 21.11.06 www.twnside.org.sg/title2/nf126.doc 
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